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CHAPTER ONE




The End of the World







JOHN

The ground shook like the end of the world. 


At least, that was how it felt to John, who had never experienced an earthquake while growing up in Colorado. And they’d only lived in Maryland for a month before taking this trip to California to visit their aunt. On their second day in the steep mountains of Santa Cruz, while hiking through an old-growth redwood forest that reminded John of a fairy tale, he suddenly felt woozy. But he wasn’t sick. His legs swayed like he was dancing the hula, as if the ground beneath his feet were the roiling sea. Birds took to the sky. Their aunt’s dog, Nickel, barked and snapped at the air, her ears tucked back and tail between her legs.


“Sarah?” John looked over to his sister and held out a hand to steady himself. 


She wore the same expression of bewilderment for a moment, then realization dawned across her face. “Is this an earthquake? Cool!”


Her voice rose and fell with the waves just like her knees riding the shifting earth as if it were a skateboard or a pair of skis. Dander like fireflies floated down from the trees and sparkled in the sun’s rays.


“Earthquake,” Aunt Lorraine confirmed. “Just a little one. Hold on, it’ll end in—”


The earth eased to a halt.


“There ya go, all done.” Aunt Lorraine heaved a breath. “For now.”


“For now?!” John hunched over, ready to fall flat on the ground if it got any worse.


“Well, there may be aftershocks.” His aunt winked. John didn’t know why unpredictable shifting tectonic plates warranted a wink.


“Close your mouth, Johnny,” Sarah said, rolling her eyes playfully at her younger brother. 


“Your first tremor! How’d it feel?” Aunt Lorraine clapped John on the back.


“That was a very odd experience.” John ran a hand through his hair and looked down at the earth, supposedly such a solid thing that had been turned into a massive vat of Jell-O.


“Is it weird if I liked it?” Sarah grinned with a devilish smile. 


Their aunt laughed. 


John smirked, revealing the lone dimple in his right cheek amid freckle constellations. His twelve-year-old sister more naturally leaned into adventure. She was more likely to take a chance on a whim. That was one thing John both appreciated about her and . . . “feared” wasn’t the right word. It was more like he couldn’t quite understand how she was able to make such hasty decisions. If John could take a moment to consider his options, to calculate the possible outcomes, he would. And why not? Even better: sleep on it, if you had that chance. 


He remembered a time when Sarah hadn’t thought ahead to potential consequences, and it had almost killed her: she’d been pretending to ski down the scree slope of a mountain in the Alps back around 300 CE, when the ground slipped out from underneath her, and she went sailing over the edge of a cliff. Though more than a millennium in the past, it had happened very recently for John, and it made him gulp replaying the movie reel in his mind. He thought he’d lost her!


“Hey, you still have that monkey doll I made for you?” Aunt Lorraine asked. John realized she had her left arm around his shoulders and her right hand on his chest, over his heart, in a comforting gesture. “The worry doll?”


“Monkey?” John asked.


“I think she means Harry.” Sarah giggled.


“Harry the Sasquatch?” John remembered that doll. The one they’d buried near the cave in the mountains just past their backyard in Colorado. Near the cave where he and Sarah found the eye of Ra and first traveled back in time to ancient Egypt.


Aunt Lorraine chuckled. “Yeah, sewing is not my strong suit, but I have other skills. Wait ’til you try my enchiladas for dinner tonight.”


“Mom says they’re the best,” Sarah said.


“Well, my sister the PhD scientist doesn’t exaggerate. They are the best. But listen, John. You okay? You look a little rattled there.”


John realized she was staring at him, wanting him not to worry, as if the anxiety were a thing he could just wave away with a flick of his wrist. At least he’d been getting better at faking it. “Me? Oh, yeah. I’m good. And I see what you did there.”


“What I did?” Aunt Lorraine put her hand to her own chest now.


“Asking if I was rattled . . . after the earthquake?” He paused and watched the gears turn in his aunt’s head.


After another second of silence, Sarah chortled through her nose and looked at John, sharing his bemusement that their aunt hadn’t gotten the joke yet.


Then Aunt Lorraine burst into laughter, the gold bangles on her wrist jouncing as she slapped her knee, her bright red curly hair flopping forward.


Well, it wasn’t that funny, John thought. But her guffawing was contagious, and John couldn’t help but laugh harder than the joke deserved too. Mostly he was laughing at his carefree, wild, California-mountain-woman of an aunt.


“Rattled!” Aunt Lorraine squeaked, her hand wiping the tears from her eyes. “That’s a good one, John.” She patted him on the back.


“Oh, look, a bridge over the creek!” Sarah shouted from up ahead. She was always running on ahead. John thought they should stick together, but he’d given up trying to corral his sister a long time ago. Better to just hold on for the ride.


John hesitated when they got to the river crossing. That’s what it was, a rushing river, not a little creek like Sarah had called it. Two worn-smooth logs about as wide as a fist each sagged across the frothing torrent of white water. Droplets splashed up and kept the logs moist. On one side they’d developed a green algae, and John could imagine how slippery they must be.


“How deep is it?” John asked. “Did you know that only six inches of fast-moving water can bring down an adult? A foot, and it can move a car.”


Aunt Lorraine’s hand went to his shoulder again, but he didn’t want her trying to soothe him like a baby. He’d buried that worry doll on purpose. He could handle himself now. Tomorrow he’d be eleven years old, for Pete’s sake!


Perhaps sensing his trepidation, Sarah shot a glance back at him and jumped up on the log, balancing on one foot. 


“Careful!” John stepped toward her, his hand out.


She skipped from one foot to the other, advancing out over the turbulent water. John’s stomach gurgled a little, imitating the churning water. He imagined her foot slipping out from underneath her, her ribs cracking into the log before the torrent dragged her away.


“It’s fine, John!” To prove her point, out in the middle of the jiggling logs, Sarah threw her hands up in the air and danced in a circle. 


John shook his head. “You shouldn’t underestimate the power of—” 


Sarah slipped. She was wearing shorts, and her exposed thigh scraped along the wood. Instead of her ribs colliding, as John had imagined, it was the side of her hip. 


“Oof,” she grunted. The boots on her submerged feet pulled her lower half into the water at the same time as she twisted and flung her arms over the upstream side of the bridge. Now she was holding on to the logs while the river did its best to rip her away, water splashing into her face. 


Before he knew it, John had ditched his backpack and taken giant steps out onto the narrow bridge. His foot shot off the log, but his hands flew out to steady himself as his other leg flexed to keep balance and to keep him from plunging in alongside his sister.


“I got you!” John knelt down and anchored one hand around a knot in the wood, while the other hand looped under Sarah’s upper arm and he tugged. He wouldn’t be able to lift her by himself, and the force of the water clawing at her only added to the weight.


Suddenly Sarah lunged out of the river, and her chest landed on the bridge diagonally. Her left foot still trailed in the water, but her right dangled in the air, since most of her body was now across the logs. She coughed and sputtered over the edge until she regained her breath, then she lifted her head.


Face to face, John was completely unsurprised to see no fear in her eyes, only an adrenaline-filled giddiness. Just like Sarah. He smiled at her, and she smiled back.


“Whew!” she exclaimed, wiping back the wisps of her red hair plastered to her forehead. “That water is freezing!” Her spittle misted John’s face. 


He couldn’t help but laugh, the intensity of the moment waning.


But he was still out on this narrow bridge over the gushing stream inches below.


“Let’s go.” He nudged her.


Sarah stood and leapt to the other side in two bounds. 


John took more measured steps, not like the giant ones he’d taken when Sarah went down, but he made it across all the same.


Aunt Lorraine used a walking stick to steady herself as she crossed easily, probably because she’d taken this same walk in her backyard a hundred times. 


“That was kinda close,” John said.


“Nah, we figured it out. Together, like we always do.” Sarah gave him a shrug.


“What d’you mean? I didn’t do anything.”


She looked at him. “But you did. When you yanked me up a bit, my foot caught a boulder and gave me a foothold to launch myself out of there like a brook trout after a bug.”


“Your leg!” John pointed to a rivulet of blood running down her thigh.


“Aw, it’s nothing,” Sarah said. She searched around, tore off the fanned tip of a leafy fern, and blotted it to the scratch on her leg.


“Let me see that, dear.” Aunt Lorraine was a nurse, after all. She went to one knee and produced a bright multicolored handkerchief from her back pocket.


“Ugh, I’m so sorry that happened, Sarah.” John ran his hand through his short brown hair and grabbed a clump of it in his fist.


Aunt Lorraine looked up at John. “Don’t worry about it, John. Sarah is right. It’s nothing. And actually, who’s to say this wasn’t a good thing?”


“A good thing? Sarah might have drowned and now she’s bleeding. I mean, I know it’s not serious, but if we could redo the last ten minutes, I think we’d all agree it would be better if we could avoid this little ‘nothing’ from happening again, right?”


“Meh.” Aunt Lorraine shrugged and went back to dotting Sarah’s leg with the handkerchief. With its swirly pattern, it was hard to tell whether it’d soaked up any blood or not. “You know about my scar, right?”


“The one on your arm that you got from a science experiment gone wrong?”


Aunt Lorraine pulled up her sleeve to reveal the twisted and gnarled skin from a chemical burn along the full length of her inner forearm. John had never asked, but he’d heard that the surgeon had used skin from her bum for the graft. Despite the unfortunate nature of the accident, that part always made him chuckle. Did she feel it in her backside when she pushed on her arm? 


Or the thought of her hugging him with her bum skin.


“The EMT that helped me that day was named Edward Alfano.” She paused. 


“Edward? Like . . . like Uncle Ed?”


“One and the same.” Aunt Lorraine finished blotting the handkerchief on Sarah’s leg and stood. “It’s not bleeding anymore. I think you’ll live.”


“So you wouldn’t have met Uncle Ed if you didn’t burn your arm,” Sarah filled in.


“That’s right. I thought it was a terrible thing at first, of course, but it brought the love of my life to me. So, I can’t help but thank this ugly old scar for doing something beautiful. You know?”


John thought about that for a minute as they hiked on. Hard to imagine what good might come of this little accident they’d just had. But then he thought of being inches from Sarah’s face on that log and how happy he’d felt when she smiled back at him and sprayed his face with mist. 


Maybe the good thing had already happened.





[image: ]













CHAPTER TWO




Strangers







SARAH

Sarah picked up a stick and swatted it at some ferns on the side of the trail. Her mind wandered around what Aunt Lorraine had said about meeting Uncle Ed.


“So, you think things happen for a reason?” she asked.


“Well,” Aunt Lorraine said, cockeyed, “I don’t know about that. I think that some things do, maybe, sure . . .” Her voice trailed off.


“But?” John asked.


“But others I don’t think have such a big impact.” Aunt Lorraine shrugged. 


Sarah wondered where their trips back in time ranked on that scale. Ancient Egypt. Was that for a reason? What could it possibly be? It all seemed like an accident. 


Then Aten had said they’d been chosen, that they needed to go back to the ancient Roman frontier and unite Constantius and Crocus or—cue the dramatic music—the world as they knew it would be in grave danger. 


Was that one of those meant-to-be kinds of things? And even if so, why had she and John had to shoulder all that responsibility? Why them? It was too much! If it was even real . . .


She just wanted to ride her skateboard and play and do her own thing. Ya know?


Sarah realized she was walking faster than the others when John appeared at her side and asked, “Whatcha thinkin’ about?”


“Nothing.”


John tilted his head and gave her the look that said he knew she was obviously thinking about something. She wasn’t sure she wanted to tell John how she really felt, but she couldn’t keep it bottled up, so she gave in.


“Do you ever wonder how our lives would be different if we hadn’t found that stinkin’ cave?”


John glanced away and shuffled along the path for a few steps. “Think it would mean we’d still be in Colorado?”


“Dad’s job moving to Maryland was happening before we found the cave.”


“Or maybe he’d still have the job?” John practically spit the words. Barely a month after Dad’s company had relocated their whole family from Colorado to the East Coast, it went through a “massive downsizing due to an unexpected downturn in blah blah blah.” It all sounded like a cute way to avoid the truth: they fired a bunch of people. Sorry, “laid off,” according to their dad, who always said it with a smirk, like he was trying to smile but couldn’t hide his frustration. 


“Mom will get this teaching gig.” Sarah tried to reassure her brother, but she hoped she sounded as convincing as she wanted to be. 


“Dr. Tidewell, professor of physics at the University of San Francisco.” John whistled and smiled at Sarah. “Sounds important.”


“Dr. and Mr. Tidewell.” Sarah repeated the phrase her dad often said, along with his same royal flourish and bow. Such a goofball, she thought. Though this time, it rode with a twinge of sadness at his obvious disappointment. Losing a job must be tough. Especially after moving your family across the country for it.


“Hey, look at it this way: at least we haven’t even finished unpacking!” John raised his eyebrows like he was waiting for a response from his sister.


Sarah snapped her mind out of its melancholy meandering. “Blech. Whatever. I don’t care.” She shrugged.


“I’d rather live in California than Maryland. Or back to Colorado would be the best, but Santa Cruz is pretty nice. Beach, mountains, redwoods.” John threw his hands out at the gigantic trees surrounding them.


“Whatever,” Sarah said. She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. It’d all be fine. Everything’s fine.


“Really, I just want everyone to be happy,” John said. It sounded like a childish thing to say. Like a dream that only kids could have.


“Too late for that, Johnny. Grow up.”


“Grow up?” Aunt Lorraine chimed in. She was breathing heavily, working hard to catch up with her niece and nephew. 


Sarah slowed down a bit and jumped up onto a huge fallen log alongside the trail. As she leapt up, the log seemed to move before she landed. Her foot connected with it at an angle, and she nearly ate it face-first into the bark, but her quick reflexes saved her from a second fall today.


The log swayed, and her knees instinctively rode the wave.


“Hold on,” Aunt Lorraine said, her arm around John. “Here’s one of those aftershocks I warned you about.” She looked up at the crowns of the trees, as if they would yield some clue.


“This is freaky,” Sarah said with another smile. “But cool. I’ve never. Felt. An earthquake.” The unpredictable ups and downs made her catch her breath. “And now. I get two!”


As John said before, it was a very odd sensation, feeling and seeing the world around you shift. It was almost like your brain couldn’t quite comprehend the movement because it just wasn’t supposed to happen that way. When you see a landslide or a falling tree, that makes sense because it is one thing moving in relation to everything else. But now the movement was everywhere, in everything, and there was no point of reference to anchor yourself.


“Just a little bit longer,” Aunt Lorraine said. But did she sound nervous that time?


This roller had already beat the duration of the first by a minute or so.


Then all at once, from deep in the ground came a crack, and the gentle rolling became a violent shudder. Sarah heard grinding rocks and thunder groaning beneath her feet. Her body shook, and then she was airborne—only by inches, but the feeling of the log suddenly not being under her feet unnerved her. She wobbled on her landing, arms out for an uneasy balance.


John yelped and hugged Aunt Lorraine. Sarah noticed Aunt Lorraine hugging John right back. 


Space itself shifted and Sarah was tossed from the log into a pile of ferns. She lay on her back and watched the crowns of the trees waving back and forth like giant tottering poles. Twigs and branches and tree dust rained down on them.


Sarah heard a loud snapping and sat up like a shot. A giant branch bigger around than her whole body spun through the air, in direct line with John and Aunt Lorraine.


“Watch out!” Sarah screamed. She lurched to her feet, but the missile was going to squash them.


Then there was a bright white flash, and she blinked, and two people were suddenly there yanking John and Aunt Lorraine out of the way. The heavy branch thudded to the ground with a sickening crunch where they’d been only a second ago.


The earth still jolted around like it’d had too much caffeine, but Sarah stood and made steps like Frankenstein’s monster toward her brother and her aunt. John stared wide-eyed at the branch that had nearly crushed him, then over at the strangers. He still clung to Aunt Lorraine. 


The man and woman were both dressed in leather vests that stretched across their torso with a flap secured near their neck and shoulder. The woman’s dark red hair shielded her face. There were plenty of odd characters in the mountains of Santa Cruz—Aunt Lorraine being a perfect example—but these two strangers didn’t look like they belonged. Sarah was sure they hadn’t been there when the earthquake started. 


What felt most off about them was that they appeared irrationally calm given what had happened with the branch, and what was still happening with the earth on vibrate mode. The man even checked his watch and held up his finger like he was waiting for something. 


Then he dropped his finger. And the earthquake stopped.


Sarah stood still and scanned her surroundings, wondering if the shaking was really over or if it would start up again any second. She kept her knees bent, anticipating the next wave.


Aunt Lorraine pushed her hair out of her face, straightened her back, and let out a “Phew!”


“Big one,” the man said, his words clipped like he was in a hurry.


“That was a big one!” Aunt Lorraine said.


“Six point four,” the red-haired woman added.


“Six point four. Wow. How’d you learn that so fast?” Aunt Lorraine eyed the woman suspiciously.


“No ‘thank you’ for saving your lives?” the woman teased.


“Uh, of course. Thank you.” Aunt Lorraine looked back at the large branch that had nearly flattened her into a pancake.


“It’s time,” the man whispered with impatience to his partner. When he turned his head, the light caught his gray hair and the folds of skin around his cheeks. It wasn’t just a man; it was an old man. And the woman was old too, Sarah now realized. A wild streak of ashy gray lined the dark red hair at her temple.


“Forgive me,” Aunt Lorraine said. “I’m Lorraine. Live at 13675. You?” She held out her hand to introduce herself.


The old woman took Aunt Lorraine’s hand with both of hers and smiled so sweetly that Sarah thought the old woman might cry.


But the old man kept his attention on John.


“Can I help you two?” Aunt Lorraine asked. “You from around here?” The way she asked it, Sarah suspected Aunt Lorraine knew the answer.


John leaned toward Sarah and whispered, “Why are they staring at us?”


“I don’t know, but it’s kind of creepy,” she whispered back. Sarah pivoted downhill as if getting ready to leave.


“Sarah?” John asked. “Do they look familiar?”


“No.”


“They’re weirding me out,” John added, a little too loud.


“John!” Aunt Lorraine snipped. 


The old man laughed. It turned into a cough. When he recovered, he shook his head. “We need to go. Now.” He approached.


The move spooked Aunt Lorraine and she stepped in front of John, pushing him behind her back. “Who are you?”


“We will definitely not hurt you,” the man said, holding up his hands.


“Definitely?” Aunt Lorraine asked. “That seems like an odd detail to include. I would hope not!”


“We’re here for John and Sarah. They’re coming with us.” The old woman said it as a matter of fact.


“Wha— How do you know our names?” John asked.


Sarah had a tingling at the base of her gut that told her something was not right here. Something was not right.


“John,” the old man said, “we don’t have much time. And there’s still much to do. We need you again.”


“Again?” John said.


“We couldn’t send Aten this time, and we can’t explain here—”


“Aten?” John asked, almost choking on the name caught in his throat.


An icy chill made Sarah shiver. “Did you say Aten?”


“Are you”—John swallowed—“the gods?”


Sarah remembered what Aten had said at the museum: You will meet them too someday. He’d called them Ra and Khonsu, the ancient Egyptian gods of the sun and the moon. 


Sarah laughed out loud and clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the giggle. 


What was she thinking? It couldn’t be. These were strange old people, not gods. 


That’s hilarious. Impossible. Next thing you know they’d be telling her about grave danger. Ha!


Just then, the ground trembled again, and as she braced herself, Sarah wondered if it really could be the end of the world.
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CHAPTER THREE




Kidnapped







JOHN

This was too weird, so it had to be happening for real. If it made no sense at all, then it had to be real. That was what John had come to expect of their life ever since he and Sarah entered that cave in Colorado and traveled back in time to the ancient Egyptian town of Saqqara. Then, later, traveled through time again, from the museum in Washington, DC, to the ancient Roman frontier town of Aventicum.


Abnormal was their new normal, and seeing these two people—if that’s all they really were, and not gods—speaking of Aten and telling them they were needed again . . . John shrugged. It had to be true. 


Something in his bones told him: It has to be true.


He thought all this out before the earth trembled again, and he matched the stare of the older man. John’s hand reached to the pendant he always wore around his neck. The eye of Ra. 


The tremor stopped and immediately John asked, “How d’we go back?”


The old woman grinned. “Always so precocious.”


The old man laughed. “Agreed. Some things never change.” He winked at the woman.


“If you are who you I think you are, then prove it.” Sarah crossed her arms and pivoted back to confront these strangers head-on.


“What exactly is going on here?” Aunt Lorraine asked. “Do you know each other?”


“That necklace isn’t what you think,” the old man said, looking at John fidgeting with his pendant.


John felt the warmth of the pendant on his chest. He could trace it in his sleep, and in fact had done just that many times in his dreams—over the brow, around the almond-shaped eye, down the arc with the curlicue finish, then the final straight line with the knifelike edge. The eye that could transport them through space and time. 


Thinking of it now, he could feel a flush of excitement. He actually thought, for a moment, that he’d like to trace it this instant and see that bright flash and feel the perilous exhilaration of being catapulted through the eons—


“John,” the old man said, “focus.”


Something about the old man seemed familiar, like he knew him from somewhere, or like he’d seen him before. On TV? No, it was more like déjà vu or a dream or something.


Sarah scooted to his side and tugged at his sleeve. “Come on, John.” It was like she didn’t want to admit it.


“No, I—I need to know.”


“Definitely,” the old man said.


“You like that word,” Aunt Lorraine said, her hands now on her hips. John could tell she was losing patience.


The old man looked to the old woman and tapped his watch. “We don’t have time.”


“And yet we had all the time in the world, didn’t we?” The woman looked wistfully at her companion, then at Sarah. “Remember what Aten said? About grave danger?”


“Grave danger to the world as we know it,” Sarah replied, a touch of snark in her tone.


“But we completed that mission,” John said. “We got Crocus and Constantius together. We saved the world. Right?” That last question came out a little more timid than he felt.


Aunt Lorraine was now speechless, her mouth ajar.


“That was only the first real quest,” the old woman said, “as Aten told you. And he said you would meet us someday. Well, that day is today.”


“So you are the gods,” John said.


“What? Here? Now? Hiking through the woods?” Sarah asked. “I thought it’d be someday far in the future and in a golden hall fit for the gods or something. You don’t look like gods.” Her snark was obvious.


“That’s what Lucas thought too,” John said, recalling the escaped prisoner whom Aten had fought in the museum.


The old man shook his head. “Disappointing. They’re too young. Too immature to handle the severity of the situation. We’re doomed.” He threw his hands up.


The old woman took a step toward Sarah. “No, she is more capable than she wants to admit. She’ll accept it, though.” Then she looked at John. “And he is braver than he thinks. He lets his mind get in the way of his heart, but he’s always been braver than he knows.”


The man smiled. “Maybe you’re right. But we need to go now. Will you not help us?”


“We’re the chosen, right?” Sarah said it with biting sarcasm, reciting what Aten had called them in the museum.


“I suppose, then, you and I are both chosen,” the old woman said. She pushed the strand of gray hair behind her ear. “We’re on this quest together.”


“Whether we like it or not,” the old man sneered. 


The woman held out her hand with such tenderness in her eyes that she suddenly didn’t appear so strange. John felt pulled to put his own hand in hers.


“Just take my hand and everything will be explained, I promise.”


“John—” Aunt Lorraine had broken her immobilized confusion and was glaring at the woman’s outstretched hand.


Now. Take her hand now.


The old man placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. The way he did it, like he was bracing for another tremor, sent chills up John’s arms. Something told John to grab Sarah’s hand too. He reached one hand back to his sister, at the same time reaching the other hand forward to this strange woman who might be a goddess.


As the woman’s soft fingers wrapped around John’s, the man twisted his ring. An electric thrill pulsed through John, the air crackled with energy, and John knew he should close his eyes.


Then, through his eyelids, he saw a blinding flash of bright light, and he knew instinctively they had done it again. They’d traveled through time and space.
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CHAPTER FOUR




A Blast from the Past in the Future







SARAH

After the flash, Sarah opened her eyes and inhaled a lungful of air like she’d just come up from the deep end of the pool.


Darkness. 


For a split second, she questioned whether she’d actually opened her eyes. An unease gripped her when she blinked again and nothing changed. Had this been a jump into outer space or a deep cave or the middle of the earth or somewhere she’d never—


“Where are we?” She could hear the hint of anxiety in John’s voice, though he was trying to hold it back. His hand was in hers, and she squeezed.


Sarah blinked a few more times, and slowly her vision picked up trace amounts of light. She realized they were in a small room of some kind.


“I have no idea why it always chooses the janitor closet.” That sounded like the old woman.


Then a crash and muffled grumbling from the old man. A crack of light sliced through the darkness as the door opened. Sarah saw they were indeed in a small closet, the old man with his foot in a pail of soapy mop water. As he backed up to open the door further, he bumped into John, who bumped into Sarah, who bumped into a metal rack. 


Something fell on her head, startling her. “Ah!” 


But then she saw it was just a roll of paper towels and quickly regained her composure. Sarah shook her head at the ridiculousness of the situation.


“Where are we?” Sarah wanted to get back to business. “And, more importantly, why?”


“All in good time. The presentation is about to begin.” The old woman scooted past the old man, who was wringing out his pant leg.


Ding-dong. A bell chimed just before a voice spoke from the ceiling. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for joining us. The presentation by Dr. and Mr. Tidewell will begin in ten minutes. Please make your way to the auditorium and find your seats.”


John’s head swiveled all around. Sarah stepped out of the closet and saw they were in a corridor with rich mahogany wood lining the walls. She walked toward the din of a crowd. 


Dr. and Mr. Tidewell? Mom and Dad?


The hall opened into a grand reception area with a ceiling four stories high and a crystal chandelier made of sparkly shards dangling two floors above them. A thick bronze plate hung on a wall of granite, the carved letters indicating this was the University of San Francisco Francesca Moen Auditorium.


“University of San Francisco?” John asked. “Dr. and Mr. Tidewell?” John glanced at Sarah like, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


Sarah scrunched her shoulders. Her curiosity was skyrocketing.


A woman in an elegant white dress stopped in front of them, suddenly, and gave Sarah a certain look she’d come to know. That look of “Why aren’t you wearing a dress?” The woman scanned Sarah from head to foot and back again. Sarah rolled her eyes, though she and John must have seemed out of place in their shorts and hiking boots compared to this woman’s high heels and glittering earrings. 


“Boo!” Sarah threw out her hands.


The woman winced and sloshed the blood-red wine in her hands all over her bright white dress. With a shocked gasp, then a scowl, she scurried away.


John giggled, and Sarah held her hand out for a subtle low five.


“All these fancy people . . .” She trailed off, thinking how everyone was dressed as if the president were giving a presentation, not their parents.


“Sarah, over there.” John tugged on her sleeve and pointed. “Doesn’t that look like—”


“Allectus.” Sarah recognized the man right away. The Roman usurper they’d battled in Aventicum, at the villa of the caesar of Gaul. He was clean-shaven this time and wearing a military uniform instead of armor, but the stern expression on his face was unmistakable. It was definitely him. 


“‘Beware the one named Alex,’” John whispered, staring.


The old man walked up in his wet, squishy shoe and stood next to John. The old woman moved next to Sarah, so that they might be mistaken for two grandparents and their ragtag grandchildren.


Pointing to the military man walking with a stiff back among a heavily medaled entourage, the old man next to John said, “May I introduce General Alex Subity.”


“I wish they’d never come. Nothing but trouble for us,” the old woman groaned, a psh escaping her lips as she said it.


“Extra trips, for sure.” The old man nodded matter-of-factly, almost as if he was calculating mileage.


Sarah didn’t understand what they were talking about and said as much.


“The easiest way to understand is to show you what happened. Why we need you,” the old woman said.


“Why is Allectus—uh, Alex—here? Who are all these people?” Sarah asked. And why are they here to see our parents? Well, really she was curious why her goofy dad made the stage. Her mom, the PhD scientist, okay, she could see that happening, especially if this was the future, like it must be. But dad was an illustrator for kids’ books. Most of his friends never wore a tie, so why in the heck would all these well-dressed people possibly want to hear their dad give a presentation? Maybe it was some book prize thing? But what could his parents possibly have to present together that would draw this kind of crowd?


“Well,” the old man began with a sigh, “the invitations went to a broad assortment of investors, politicians, consultants—”


“Scientists, physicists,” the old woman cut in. “Academics, thinkers, philosophers—”


“Entrepreneurs,” the old man took over. “CEOs, tech moguls, graduate students, doctors, quite an array of people who could benefit from the presentation tonight.”


“But no invites to the military.” Sarah noticed they hadn’t included the general in their list.


“No,” the old woman snapped. “We respect the military, of course. But this invention wasn’t meant to be a weapon.”


Sarah noticed a woman in a dark suit, hair pulled back in a tight brown bun, an earpiece and a cord running into the back of her coat. The woman spoke something into her cuff and scanned the room. Security detail. But for whom?


“Invention?” John asked. “What is the presentation about?”


“Something very unexpected, as it turns out.” The old man next to John grinned. Sarah noticed a dimple in his cheek. 


“Ha,” the old woman snorted. “The physics was perfect. But the unpredictability of that solar—”


The lights dimmed and then came back, then dimmed again. Time for the performance to begin.


“Best way is to show you. Come on.”


Two security guards flanked the entrance to the auditorium. A woman with tight braids put her hand up. “Sorry, one last check for any portable electronic devices.” 


The old man put his arms out as the woman ran a handheld scanner beside his hips, down his legs, then up and over his arms. It beeped when she skimmed his hand.


“It’s my ring,” he said, flashing a smile. “The titanium sets it off every time.”


“No electronics in it?”


“None you need to be worried about.”


“I’m sorry, sir, but you know there are no electronic devices allowed inside. Strict orders.”


“Oh, don’t you think I know that?” the old man scoffed, and started to walk.


“Sir!” Both security guards stepped in front of him.


“I’m sorry.” The old woman stepped forward. 


She took a leather wallet from her front pocket and flashed it open to the woman with the braids, whose eyes widened. Then she stepped aside and nodded to her partner to let them pass. “Excuse me, ma’am. Are these kids with you too?”


“Yes, I vouch for them.”


“Very well, ma’am. Enjoy the show.”


Sarah felt like a VIP.


They took four plush seats in the very back row at the top of the bowl in the auditorium. For a VIP, these seats were lousy. 


“Trust me, these are the seats where we’ll be safest,” said the old woman, reading Sarah’s mind. 


Safest?


Down on the stage, what appeared to be a small car draped in a red velvet covering looked like a giant present. 


John must have been thinking the same thing. “Just needs a bow,” he said. Then to the old man sitting to his right: “What is it?”


The old man turned to John, raised his eyebrows, and grinned. Sarah noticed it again—that lone dimple in the old man’s right cheek. “Sorry, but it’s not a present for your birthday tomorrow, John.” 


How does he know it’s John’s birthday tomorrow? 


The old man looked at his watch and said, “You’ll get to see a demonstration in exactly thirty-three minutes.”


Sarah grabbed John’s wrist and read his watch. 7:01.
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CHAPTER FIVE




The Invention







JOHN

John could barely contain his excitement when the houselights went off and a spotlight snapped on, illuminating two people who looked the same age as his mom and dad walking onto the stage. The crowd applauded politely and stopped quickly when the woman raised her hand.


“Hello, I’m Dr. Tidewell,” she said. Her dark red hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. 


John looked at Sarah, but Sarah didn’t look back. From their high seats, he couldn’t tell if it really was their mom or not. There seemed to be a resemblance, he thought, maybe, but something in how she carried herself didn’t seem like Mom. Plus, this woman wore jeans and sneakers. That was unlike Mom. It didn’t seem entirely appropriate, given that everyone else was dressed in formal attire.


“And I’m just Mr. Tidewell,” the man onstage said, eliciting a few polite chuckles from the crowd. He had a tidy appearance with gray slacks and a button-up maroon shirt. Much more appropriate.


“Sarah,” John said. “That’s what Dad always says.”


But it didn’t look like Dad. Similar floppy hair, but this man seemed more put together. That wasn’t a dig on his dad, just an observation. Dad was into loose clothes and comfortable pants. John couldn’t remember the last time he saw him in a button-up shirt. 


“I dunno,” Sarah said. “Doesn’t seem like him, d’you think?”


“Shh,” the old woman politely shushed. “Just watch. We can talk later.” 


When the old woman leaned in from Sarah’s left, the dim hall light from behind made a shadow on the woman’s right temple, like a divot from an old scar.


“Thank you all for coming tonight,” Dr. Tidewell said. “We have something very special to show you.”


“And we have to thank you again,” Mr. Tidewell said, “for leaving all of your electronic devices outside of the auditorium. The invention you will soon witness is highly susceptible to electromagnetic interference. Don’t want the demo gods affecting the show tonight.” The man glanced up, his hands in prayer, and let out a nervous chuckle. 


John tensed, sensing the man’s anxiety. I’d be nervous too in front of this huge crowd!


Dr. Tidewell, on the other hand, gushed with exuberance. She bounced to the edge of the stage and put her hands out as if she were the ringleader at the circus announcing the next act. “Tonight! We will demonstrate for you what no one in human history has ever experienced.”


“Except us,” Mr. Tidewell interjected, wagging his finger in the air melodramatically.


Dr. Tidewell laughed. “Yes, except the two of us. In our laboratory just down the hall here at the university.” She pointed to the back of the auditorium, directly to where John and Sarah sat. It gave John an odd feeling, but he assumed that, logically, Dr. Tidewell must be pointing to the exit doors behind them. For a heartbeat, though, John thought the woman onstage was, in fact, looking at him. Or at Sarah, almost waiting for her to acknowledge her. 


Sarah gave a small smile.


Dr. Tidewell beamed a smile back. “Now. Let me ask: Who in this crowd has ever dreamed about stopping time?” She put her hand to her brow and scanned over the crowd like a sailor searching for land.


A few hands shot up in the audience, including the old woman’s and the old man’s. John raised his. Sarah just watched.


Dr. Tidewell looked up to their seats again. “Oh, come on. Anyone who doesn’t have their hand up is either lying or unimaginative. If you have ever dreamed of stopping time, hands up!”


More arms went up around the audience until nearly every hand stretched into the air. Even Sarah pushed her hand to about head height.


“Imagine you see a car wreck about to happen, and you stop time to save the people inside.” A slideshow on the giant screen behind them showed a picture of a mangled pickup truck, police lights in the background.


“Imagine you need one extra hour to get a heart transplant to someone who won’t live the next ten minutes without it.” The image on-screen turned to a hospital patient surrounded by loved ones.


“Imagine you have all the time in the world to cram for that big test you forgot about.” Chuckles from the students in the crowd.


“Imagine your sister fell off a log over a rushing river and was about to be swept away, but you could stop time. You could save her in the blink of an eye. Would you do it if you could?” The image turned to a two-log bridge over white water. The similarity to the river they’d just crossed was uncanny, but of course it couldn’t be the same.


Dr. Tidewell paused, her hands clasped in front of her as she paced the length of the stage. No one made a sound.


“But first,” Mr. Tidewell said, “what is time?”


Dr. Tidewell let out an easy laugh. “Hey, that’s my question to ask. I’m the theoretical physicist here. You’re the tech guy.” This was obviously rehearsed, but John was digging it. He leaned forward in his seat as Dr. Tidewell continued.


“It is an interesting conundrum, the study of time.” The image on the screen switched to one of Albert Einstein with his tongue stuck out, his wild hair, and chalk numbers flying all around his head. “I could bore you with the intricacies of quantum temporal dynamics—”


“She really could!” Mr. Tidewell faked a yawn. A girl near the front tittered loudly.


“But I think the best exercises to understand physics and time are what we like to call thought experiments.” 


The screen showed a video of a girl with pigtails standing in place and licking a huge multicolored lollipop in front of a wood-paneled backdrop.


“This girl is not moving in any direction, correct?” Dr. Tidewell nodded to the crowd and encouraged them to agree with her by clapping. Several people clapped along. “Not moving, right?”


John shrugged. It seemed like a trick question.


“Well, it’s sort of a trick question,” Dr. Tidewell said. 


John leaned even farther forward in his seat.


“That’s right. Sorry to dupe you like that, but thanks for helping to make a point.” Dr. Tidewell gestured to the screen and watched along with the crowd. 


The camera perspective zoomed out, revealing passengers in seats, then moving through an open window and farther away, further revealing that the girl was in fact standing at one end of a train car rolling down the track. “The notion of motion, as I like to call it, is all about your relative position to the thing being observed. If you didn’t know the girl was on a train, as in the first video, then she looks like she’s just standing there enjoying her sucker.”


“I want one,” Mr. Tidewell joked. John chuckled. That’s what he was thinking. 


“But if you take a broader view,” Dr. Tidewell continued, “you can see she is, in fact, moving down the track with all of the other people, right? So, relatively speaking, she is moving.”


A few ohhhhs from the crowd as it sunk in. 


“Even you”—Dr. Tidewell pointed to someone in the first row—“sitting in your seat, right now are moving. You’re rotating on Earth, which is hurtling through our solar system, which is itself spinning around our galaxy. We are all the passengers on this train through space and time. This is, basically, Einstein’s theory of relativity. That movement is relative to the observer. Now, for another thought experiment—”


“Get to the point!” Mr. Tidewell had his hand to the side of his mouth as if sharing an inside joke with the crowd.


“My esteemed colleague is right.” Dr. Tidewell mock-bowed. “The point.” 


She made a show of mashing the clicker in her hand to advance the presentation. 


The next video, the camera still outside the train car, showed the girl taking the lollipop from her mouth and running up the aisle in the train car, passing all the people, in the opposite direction that the train was traveling. It was an endless train car, and she ran and ran, her pigtails flapping behind her. She ran equal to the speed of the train but, since she was going in the opposite direction, she seemed to stay in the exact same position on the screen, as if she were on a treadmill.


“She shouldn’t run with that lollipop in her hand. What if she trips?” Mr. Tidewell said. Again, John chuckled. Again, he was thinking the same thing!


“This train and its passengers,” Dr. Tidewell said, “represent all of us moving ever onward and forward through space and time. But what if you could run up the aisle like this girl?” She paused again. 


The dramatic effect ran a chill over John’s skin. If you could run that fast, time outside the train would seem stopped. You’d be going the same speed, so time would seem to stand still. John snorted. It seemed contradictory: If you move fast enough, time stands still?


“Is anyone else confused?” Mr. Tidewell scratched his head in a theatrically comic way.


John smirked. He thought he understood, but it was a lot to absorb.


Dr. Tidewell scanned the crowd. “With the help of Mr. Tidewell and his technological genius, we built a machine that can speed up the very atoms and molecules of matter to accelerate their relative position in space-time.”


“To put it simply, this machine”—Mr. Tidewell rubbed his hand on the velvet covering the big present in the middle of the stage—“speeds you up like that girl. To almost the speed of light, to the point that you perceive and react to your environment at the microsecond level.”


“We’ve managed to slow time.” Dr. Tidewell beamed.


Murmurs through the crowd.


“I know what you’ll ask,” Mr. Tidewell said. “And I’m sorry to say that there are no lollipops included.”


“Impossible!” someone shouted from the balcony.


“No, sorry, no lollipops,” Mr. Tidewell reiterated.


“Time travel is not possible,” the same balcony person replied.


Dr. Tidewell laughed. “Not time travel. We’ve slowed time, not reversed it.”


“Yet,” Mr. Tidewell added. “We’ll see about a future iteration of the device.”


More random shouts:


“Ridiculous!” 


“Amazing!”


“Prove it!”


The crowd erupted in a mix of reactions and chatter.


“Wait! Listen!” It was Mr. Tidewell booming over the speakers, his voice more forceful and purposeful than at any other time during the presentation so far. He jumped up onto the present and was holding his palms out to quiet the crowd.


The crowd settled.


“Trust me,” Mr. Tidewell said. The earnestness in his tone drew John in. The man was speaking from his heart, probably for the first time onstage. 


“I didn’t believe it either,” Mr. Tidewell continued. “It sounds like science fiction; I know that’s what you’re really thinking. And I’ll admit, I don’t fully follow all the physics, though I’ve seen the math. But I do know that after I built this invention under the guidance of Dr. Tidewell, what it makes possible is nothing short of a miracle. I am not a religious man, per se, but this machine . . .” He trailed off, his hand caressing the red velvet.


“It imbues the owner with a godlike power that is, well, overwhelming,” Dr. Tidewell said. “My father liked to remind us of the concept popularized by the Spider-Man comic line: ‘With great power there must also come great responsibility.’ And that is why we felt compelled to share it with all of you. The greatest minds of our time were invited here today to help us wield this power to slow time. We must decide together how best to use it responsibly to help humanity. It is a power far greater than should be hidden away or used only by a select few. What we’re asking for—why we invited you here—we need your help. Together we can use this new discovery for good.”


“Show us!” The man from the balcony again.


“Yeah, prove it!” a woman yelled.


“Yes, of course. Before you judge, let us demonstrate.” Dr. Tidewell gestured to Mr. Tidewell, who withdrew the red velvet covering the invention.
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CHAPTER SIX




Ra







SARAH

Sure, Sarah watched the stage with breathless anticipation, but her brother was practically falling out of his seat. The thing that kept rattling around in her head, though, was that the presenters—Sarah was 90 percent certain they weren’t actually her parents now—were talking about slowing time, not traveling backward through it. Obviously these old-timers had brought them here to learn something about their time-travel ability, so obviously this machine had something to do with that, right? Then, what?


Mr. Tidewell swept the red velvet covering off the present to reveal what looked like the cross between an alien ship and a giant metal pill, surrounded by a fine wire mesh. The crowd buzzed.


“It is our humble honor,” Dr. Tidewell announced in a loud enough voice to quiet the murmurings, “to introduce to you”—she swept both her hands toward the invention—“the Rapid Quantum Temporal Accelerator!”


The words filled the screen, white letters on a black background with the universe dotted behind. A heavy graphic meant to impress the audience.


No applause.


Mr. Tidewell cleared his throat. “Yes, that’s a mouthful.” He chuckled. “I wanted to call it the Rad Machine for short, but we settled on calling it the Ra device for mythological reasons.” He winked at his partner onstage. 


The old man sitting next to John turned his head. Sarah thought the old man was going to say something to John, who was oblivious and staring slack-jawed at the stage, but instead the old man winked at the old woman next to her. 


“I thought it fitting,” Dr. Tidewell added. “After the ancient Egyptian sun god, Ra, who traveled across the sky through space and time.”


“The anticipation is killing me!” Mr. Tidewell announced, back into his performance mode. “Who wants to see a demo?”


The crowd cheered.


“I said, who wants to see a demo?” he asked again, his hand to his ear.


Without quite meaning to, Sarah screamed with the rest of them. 


John clapped his hands and pumped his fist. “Wooo!”


“Now, don’t try this at home,” Dr. Tidewell said, pointing up to a platform descending from behind the top curtain. It jolted to a stop high above the stage. With a whoosh, Dr. Tidewell shot up toward it like an acrobat.


The crowd gasped.


Once safely on the narrow platform, Dr. Tidewell unclipped a hidden wire from both sides of her waist. She held the wire aloft. “That was merely a trick to get your attention. But what you witness next will be no trick. Only science.”


“And technology!” Mr. Tidewell piped in. “Let us recall Clarke’s Third Law: ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’ So what you see today might seem like magic, but it is only possible through the meticulous work of Dr. Tidewell.”


“And, of course,” Dr. Tidewell shot in, “the genius technology of Mr. Tidewell.”


“Together!” they both shouted with their arms raised. “Like we always do.” Their smiles beamed. 


Stagehands rushed from the wings, pushing two large boxes on rollers with see-through walls of plexiglass. Each box was about twice as deep and wide as Sarah was tall. One of the boxes sloshed with water as multiple stagehands heaved it into place. They locked its wheels and gave it a shove to test. It wasn’t going anywhere. 


The other box—the one completely empty—was set directly below Dr. Tidewell.


“The summer weather has been nice lately here in San Francisco, and I’d like to go for a swim,” Dr. Tidewell said as she undid her ponytail and fluffed out her red hair. She peered down at the empty box below her, then over at the box full of water. “Could you help me, please, Mr. Tidewell? Can you move that nice-looking pool over here?”


Mr. Tidewell pushed and grunted, but obviously it was for show. 


Sarah rolled her eyes. Get on with the demo, sheesh.


“I know what you’re all probably thinking,” Dr. Tidewell said. “Couldn’t we just get on with the demo? Am I right?”


Someone in the crowd whistled.


“We had a heck of a time thinking of something that could not be explained away as an illusion or a trick and—believe it or not—this is the best we could come up with. With some theatrics in mind too, of course, so just humor us a moment longer, please. Mr. Tidewell will now get into the Ra device.”


He opened a door on the cage of wire mesh, which was attached to another door to the machine itself. 


As he ducked inside, Dr. Tidewell continued. “The wire surrounding the Ra machine is a Faraday cage to help minimize the electromagnetic interference that exists all around us. As Mr. Tidewell stated before, we learned through experiments that electromagnetic pulses can have unpredictable results on the speed to which the matter is accelerated. This Faraday cage provides for a more consistent and reliable outcome.”


Mr. Tidewell stuck his head out the portal, waved to the crowd, then closed the hatch on the Ra machine. It hissed, and suddenly steam shot from the back, making the crowd jump at the surprise.


Sarah jerked and reached for John’s hand. He squeezed. Everyone was on pins and needles.


“Don’t worry, folks! That’s just the vacuum seal,” Dr. Tidewell said. “Now take note of the pitcher next to the pool.” 


Sarah hadn’t noticed it before, but sure enough, there was a normal empty serving pitcher on the ground next to the box of water.


“In a moment, Mr. Tidewell will initiate the Ra device.” She held aloft a piece of clothing. “A curtain will descend to hide me while I change into this swimsuit.” She tossed the one-piece over her shoulder and put a blindfold over her eyes. “When I am done changing, the curtain will lift, and without looking and still blindfolded, I will immediately jump off this platform and into the water below.”


But . . . the box below her was empty . . . 


“When Mr. Tidewell emerges from the Ra machine, he will be moving at near the speed of light, and he will have ample time to move all of that water from that pool into my empty box. Using only the pitcher. No tricks, only a distortion in the space-time field.”


Only.


The machine hissed another blast, making Sarah jump again. John’s hand squeezed.


“Okay, everyone! Here we go! The curtain will now—” Midsentence, blindfolded, Dr. Tidewell must have misjudged where her platform ended, and as she let go of the bar to her right, her foot stepped slightly forward and off into midair. Her arms wheeled like a baby bird leaving the nest for the first time. But she was no bird and she fell.


Sarah clapped her hand over her mouth as Dr. Tidewell plunged toward the stage far below with nothing but cold hard plexiglass to greet her fall.
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CHAPTER SEVEN




The Real End of the World







JOHN

John lurched in his seat as his stomach leapt into his throat. Terror tore his breath away. Dr. Tidewell was falling! Below her, the scene blurred, as if his wide eyes couldn’t focus on that particular area of the stage. John grimaced and shut his eyes, his shoulders tucked up practically to his ears. He couldn’t bear to watch or hear the sound of her impact on the floor. Anticipating the sickening crunch made him grit his teeth.


And then . . . a splash?


Yes, that sounded like water sloshing in the bathtub and onto the floor. He dared one eye open and saw the box beneath where Dr. Tidewell had fallen was still empty. But she emerged from the pool next to it. How had she fallen sideways? There’s no way she could have jumped laterally like that. However it had happened, the worst hurt she’d probably endured was the sting of a belly flop.


Still fully clothed, she swam to the edge and propped her elbows over the lip of the pool. She coughed and spat some water.


The old man next to John ripped into a full-on belly laugh. “Bwahahaha!” He slapped his knee and a tear formed on his wrinkly cheek. 


The old woman looked over at him and rolled her eyes. “Every time,” she said.


The rest of the audience was dead quiet. 


“Well,” Dr. Tidewell managed to say, “I’m glad at least one of you is entertained!”


After that, a lone slow clap. It was Sarah. John joined in. And soon the rest of the audience was applauding and cheering.


The Ra machine hissed suddenly, eliciting a few gasps of surprise from the audience. John stopped clapping and stared.


The door opened. Fog rolled from inside. John dared not blink in case he’d miss what happened next.


Then a foot emerged, and a leg, and Mr. Tidewell pulled himself out of the silver tube and stood. “Well, that surprised us all!”


Dr. Tidewell laughed now. “I’m sorry about that misstep!”


“Yeah, well, I figured it’d be easier to just move your body with that pole”—he pointed to a long wooden prop on the ground—“instead of transferring a pool of water with a pitcher. Whose idea was that, anyway?” He chuckled in a fake way. John picked up that moving her in midair instead of transferring the water had all been a part of the stunt. But the suddenness of her fall did not seem planned. 


Dr. Tidewell climbed down a ladder on the side of the pool, picked up a towel, and wrapped it around herself. “I agree, it was probably a silly demo, though the dip was refreshing. I’m even more awake now! But seriously, it’s hard to convince people that the result of stopping time is not an illusion. We humans have a hard time believing what we can’t experience for ourselves. Mr. Tidewell really was traveling so quickly through time and space that to him, our world was moving at less than a snail’s pace. He could move around freely at hyper speed. We considered something like putting a flower in the Ra machine and pulling it out a second later wilted. Or an egg, and a second later a full-grown chicken. But for the flower, big whoop, right? And for the chicken, there are logistical considerations, like feed and waste and exercise. And that—”


“Is exactly why we gathered you all here,” Mr. Tidewell finished her sentence. “We need your help.”


“That’s right,” Dr. Tidewell continued. “We need your ideas, your brainpower, your collective conscience. How can we use this—dare I say, magic—to better the world? Rapid-growth crops for areas in need of food? Perhaps if we could refine the technology into a wearable unit, the first devices go to first responders. Imagine a firefighter who can stop the flames and save the people before the fire ravages the building? Our kids will never be late for school again! I’m sure you can come up with countless uses. We’d like to offer you in the crowd an opportunity that humanity has never considered a realistic possibility before.”


“Before . . . now!” Mr. Tidewell leaned on the Faraday cage of the Ra machine.


John couldn’t stop thinking about the possibilities. Superhero-level abilities to fight crime. Time to think about every math test question for as long as he would need. Heck, even enough time to run to the library in between questions! Or time to think about his answers during a conversation before responding. But wait, would all the time in the world for every decision be a blessing or a curse?


And more questions: Would you age normally at your own pace while traveling at hyper speed? In that demo, Dr. Tidewell had only aged a second, but had Mr. Tidewell aged a few minutes more? What if you extended the hyper speed longer or you got stuck in that accelerated pace, could you live an entire lifetime in the space of a normal breath?


And the similarities to their own time travel: When they traveled, they aged normally too. Was this Ra device somehow linked to their magic, to the eye of Ra? John felt for the pendant around his neck. There had to be a connection, right? They named it the Ra machine. The eye of Ra magic from the gods and this machine, were they somehow the same? What was the connection?


John looked over at Sarah, who must have been having similar thoughts, because she was already staring at his hand fiddling with the necklace.


“For the next demo,” Dr. Tidewell said, “we thought we’d ask for a volunteer from the audience. Someone who wants to experience what it’s like to nearly stop time.”


The crowd hushed, and people glanced from neighbor to neighbor. 


“That’s our cue,” the old woman next to Sarah said. She tapped her own wrist where a watch would be. “Hold hands, everyone.”


John squinted. Hold hands?


The old man glanced at his watch. “Seven thirty-three.” He grinned from one side of his mouth. “Aren’t you curious to try again?”


“No, we know what happens,” the old woman responded with a flick of her eyes.


“What’re you talking about?” John asked. “What happens?”


The old man huffed and pursed his lips, then said to the old woman: “But maybe this time it’ll be different.”


“Shh!” A girl sitting in front of them glanced back.


“Do it now, John!” the old woman snapped. “The solar flare hits at 7:34! Every time.” She slumped back in her seat and took Sarah’s hand. The urgency in the way she said it, and the way she held on to Sarah . . . John reached over and grabbed Sarah’s other hand. She looked at him with a similar expression of wonder.


At that moment, the earth rumbled a deep, sonorous groan like a mythological bear awakening from its winter slumber.


John jerked in his seat. “Whoa!”


The whole row shifted forward, then to the side as if they were suddenly gearing up for a roller-coaster ride. Screams of shock and surprise burst from the crowd. John’s grip on Sarah’s hand tightened, and she squeezed right back.


“There’s the earthquake,” the old woman shouted above the din. “Come on, John, do it!”


John didn’t know what she was asking him to do, but this earthquake scared him. It seemed much stronger than the one they’d felt with Aunt Lorraine. And that time they were outside. He reached his other hand over to hold on to Sarah too.


An earsplitting crack made John wince and look up. He watched as a zigzag seam in the domed ceiling spread faster than his eyes could track. Bits of plaster rained down on them and a ray of orange sunset burst through, spotlighting the Ra machine. 


The old man gripped his ring and held his hands closer to John. “Touch my arm,” he shouted.


Do what? John thought, dazed. 


“Just touch my arm.” The old man checked his watch again. “Better do it quick.”


John did as he was told. What had the old woman meant about a solar flare at 7:34? John glanced at his own watch as it rolled over to 7:34. Guess they’d find out.


Suddenly sparks spit from the Ra machine onstage, lighting up the Faraday cage. Then, an explosion.


John closed his eyes, expecting to be gobbled up by fire. But he didn’t feel a thing. He opened his eyes.


Excruciatingly bright light like an atomic blast bloomed toward them in slow motion, enveloping the presenters, then the first few rows, then the next and the next, swelling toward their balcony in a mesmerizing swirl of color like the rainbow skin of a soap bubble.


John stared in awe. The shouts and screams of the people and the low moan of the earth all suddenly muted, as if he’d been plunged underwater.


As if in a dream, John felt a pressure on his forearm and realized it was the old man’s fingers gripping him tightly.


John’s eyes were glued forward at the bubble of energy crawling toward them, engulfing the entire theater. 


“Seen enough?” 


John looked over at the old man, who looked back at him with an irrational calm.


“What is this?”


The old man let go of John’s forearm and clutched his ring. “I’ll explain, but let’s get out of here first. Now touch my hand.”


In a daze, John put two fingers on the wrinkled veins on the back of the man’s hand. 


The man twisted his ring.
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The flash.


Then darkness. 


Pitch black. 


The void. 


John thought his eyes were as wide as they could be, but he could see nothing, could feel nothing. He wasn’t breathing, wasn’t moving. 


“You cut that too close!” It was the old woman. John heard her smack something.


“Ow.”


Or someone.


“Sarah?” John whispered.


Two voices responded. “I’m here.”


“What happened to all those people?”


“We’ll get to that,” the old man said.


Ding-dong. A bell chimed just before a voice came from all around. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for joining us. The presentation by Dr. and Mr. Tidewell will begin in ten minutes. Please make your way to the auditorium and find your seats.”


“You didn’t go far enough back, John. Give us more time.” It was the old woman, but was she talking to him? He hadn’t traced the eye of Ra. Had he?


“Okay, hold on. I got a little flustered in the moment with the kid and all.” It was the old man speaking. 


John was about to ask where they were, when suddenly, the flash of light flared bright in his vision, proving his eyes really were wide open, and revealing for a split microsecond that they were in that same janitor closet they’d arrived in at the auditorium.


When the flash faded, all four of them—John, Sarah, the old man, and the old woman—were in a laboratory of some kind. Against a wall sat an operating table with an IV drip and bandages. Was that blood on the floor?


Against another wall flickered the screens of computers interspersed with scientific equipment. One John recognized as an oscilloscope displaying the wave of an electrical current, but most of the other technology he didn’t recognize. He picked up what looked like a silver baton.


“Put that down,” the old woman said. “You could incapacitate your sister.”


“Huh?” 


“Incapacitate. You know, render unconscious.”


“Knock her out.” The old man grinned, pushing the baton back down to the counter.


The wand didn’t seem dangerous, but John laid it down gently and took a step away. 


Next to the workbench, John watched Sarah flip through a rack of costumes: an elaborate Native American headdress with real feathers; an astronaut’s space suit with a patch on the arm of an eagle over the moon and Apollo 11 written across the top; samurai armor and a satin kimono; a blue-and-white uniform with what appeared to be burn marks and a bullet hole through the arm. 


“What’s all this?” John asked.


The old man pulled up his sleeve and rubbed a quarter-size scar on his bicep. “Got this one in the Revolutionary War.” He put his finger through the hole of the uniform.


“What’s all that?” Sarah pointed to a series of whiteboards full of photos and handwritten notes and printouts, different strands of red, yellow, and green yarn connecting everything like a deranged spider’s web.


John let his attention be drawn over to his sister and the whiteboards. A couple of the photos tacked to the wall gave him goose bumps. “Look.” It was their yearbook pictures. His from fourth grade and hers from sixth. Last school year. But the photos were yellowed and aged as if they had been taken fifty years ago. 


Stuck to one whiteboard was the coin John had been given by Caesar Constantius of the ancient Roman Empire. His gaze followed a piece of yarn to an illustration of the first stepped pyramid in Saqqara, in all its original shining glory as John and Sarah had witnessed it. John felt a little dizzy.


“Wait,” John said, blinking. “Where are we?”


“When are we?” Sarah asked.


John remembered the explosion, the blooming sphere of light emanating from the stage about to engulf them. Then, they were suddenly in the janitor closet. Then, the flash here. And—something else was tickling his brain about the jumps. The old woman, in the auditorium, she’d yelled at John to “do it, now” and something about a solar flare. Did she ask him to jump through time? Did he bring them here?


“It’s your future,” the old woman said.


“Who are you?” Sarah asked. Yes, that was the question John needed answered too. 


“Okay, now maybe you’ll believe us when we tell you, but get ready for it.” The man paused dramatically. “We’re you.”


Sarah and John stared. Then, together, they asked, “What?”


“I am you,” the old woman said, putting her hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “And he is John.” She gestured to the old man.


It should have shocked John more, but something inside him accepted the answer as if he had already known the truth. The way the old woman carried herself, the scar on her right temple from where she’d landed on the corner of that picnic table while trying to jump it on her skateboard. The red hair. And the old man, he seemed familiar, as if he’d seen him somewhere on TV. Or, in the mirror every day of his life. John stared at the old man’s wrinkled face—his face.


Sarah opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again. Then opened again, then shut again. Like a fish out of water, which was about how John felt too. But he knew there was more to it.


“And those presenters,” John said. “That was us too.”


The older John tapped himself on the forehead, then pointed at his younger self. “Smart kid.” He winked.


“What?” Sarah managed. “I’m . . . I’m Dr. Tidewell?”


“Well,” older Sarah said, “you will be. For now, you can call me Dr. Tidewell. To avoid confusion.”


John laughed. To avoid confusion. As if a name would make all this make sense!


“And I’m just Mr. Tidewell,” the old man said, echoing what he’d said onstage all those years ago, which was today, in the future . . . John’s head spun a little.


“This . . . this is blowing my mind.” Sarah put her hands to her temples and mimicked an explosion.


“I wondered about this,” John said, a smile lighting up his eyes. “I’ve thought a lot about the eye of Ra’s power. Probably way too much. And I gotta admit, I was tempted to travel back into our own timelines and tweak our lives. Think of it, Sarah. What if I could save you from taking the crash into that picnic table that left you with that scar on your face?”


Both Sarahs rubbed at the mark on their right temple.


“Ah, that begs an interesting question,” Mr. Tidewell said. “And one you will grapple with your entire life: If you could change history, should you?”


John imagined stopping time and saving his sister from that fall. Then he remembered the theater. Had the old man slowed time then too? Wait—


“What happened to all those people in the theater?” John asked.


“That’s why we brought you here,” Dr. Tidewell said. “We need your help. But we wanted you to witness the origin first.”


“The origin?” Sarah asked.


“The beginning of the end.” Mr. Tidewell swung his arm at the whiteboards. During our presentation on August sixth, 2049, at precisely 7:34—”


“My birthday?” John asked.


Mr. Tidewell nodded. “Our birthday, that’s correct. I turned thirty-nine that day. Anyway, on August sixth, 2049, at precisely 7:34 p.m., an unexpected solar flare bombards the earth. We had no way to anticipate such a large blast of electromagnetic interference.”


“It was one of the biggest on record,” Dr. Tidewell said.


“Our invention, as you witnessed, was meant to slow time, not travel through it.” Mr. Tidewell shook his head. “We had seen strange results in the lab with interference, but the Faraday cage had eliminated all of that. The thing is, we’d only tested for interference from things such as fluorescent lighting, microwaves, cell phones, and the like. We didn’t account for a solar flare. We tested for sparklers, not nuclear explosions.”


“But . . .” John paused. “Didn’t the earthquake have something to do with it?”


“Smart boy.” Mr. Tidewell nodded at his younger self. “It contributed to the sequence of events by cracking the Faraday cage, but really it was the solar flare that sent things haywire.”


“So, you see, the Ra reference really holds,” Dr. Tidewell said. “One might say that the sun god Ra gave the machine the extra boost we didn’t know it needed to get over that hump from merely slowing time—to reversing it.” 


“And”—Mr. Tidewell shrugged—“I always liked the Say-RA connection to your name, Sarah, since you are the brains behind this thing. The red hair doesn’t hurt the correlation either.” He winked.


John could see Sarah take a big swallow and look down at the ground. He wondered if she felt responsible for all this, somehow. It was her future self that came up with the idea for the Ra machine, not her. 


Yet. 


But he remembered how guilty she kept acting in Aventicum at having started their time-travel adventures by tracing the eye of Ra in that cave.


And John was glad she had! This was thrilling. Like living in a book.


“The science was sound,” Dr. Tidewell said, “but it was the sun itself, coupled with the earthquake, that caused the overload in our invention. One-in-a-quadrillion timing. A variable we could have never predicted. That blast ripped through the audience and scattered every person throughout time.”


“All of those people? Sent back in time?” John asked.


“Like Allectus,” Sarah said, nudging John. “The general.”


“Yes, causing perturbations in the story line we’ve spent the rest of our lives trying to clean up, to right the accident we caused and to preserve the story line.” Dr. Tidewell gestured to the whiteboards. 


“Because if we don’t,” Mr. Tidewell said, “the world as we know it ceases to exist.”


“Aten said something like that too. That if we didn’t complete our mission, ‘then the world as you know it is in grave danger.’” John shook his hands as if it were a ghost story. “I always wondered what he meant by that.”


“It’s true.” Dr. Tidewell hung her head. “If we can’t restore the story line, the universe just stops. The world ends on a Friday. August sixth at 7:34, to be exact. There is nothing after that point. But if we can restore the past, we can save the future.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT




The Story Lines







SARAH

“What do you mean ‘the story line’?” Sarah asked.


Her eyes wandering over the whiteboards, Dr. Tidewell continued. “What is history but a bunch of stories, right? And those stories build and interact with each other in ways it is very difficult to predict. Have you heard of the butterfly effect?”


“Sure,” John said. “A butterfly flaps its wings in the Sahara and somehow that affects our weather here in California. Or something.”


“There can be some truth in that, we’ve found. Sometimes the tiniest things end up making a huge difference.” Mr. Tidewell paced over and lowered himself into a chair. He grunted and massaged his knees. “But we’ve also found that sometimes events have no real ripple in the lake of time. I mean, maybe they might have an impact on the immediate story line, but the overall long-term outcome isn’t much affected, if at all. Like that watch you left in ancient Egypt. That certainly caused some people to scratch their heads, but it really didn’t change anything significant in the overall story line. The trouble is, it’s very hard to know whether a little change is going to have a big effect. Or vice versa.”


“What about leaving Lucas behind?” Sarah asked. “Or bringing the kids back from Saqqara?”


“Both turned out to be relatively inconsequential, fortunately,” Dr. Tidewell replied. “I mean, they were obviously meaningful events for those involved, but in the grand adventure of the universe, they didn’t dramatically impact the overall plot.”


“Whereas General Alex Subity—uh, Allectus—he needed to be stopped,” Mr. Tidewell said. “And so you had to unite Constantius and Crocus against him. It was one of several scenarios we played out that had a restorative outcome on the story line.” 


Mr. Tidewell dotted his forehead with a handkerchief he’d produced from his back pocket. He suddenly appeared even more extremely old than he had already. Like old old. Sarah felt the bite of sadness for this man, her brother, so close to the end of his life.


“Are you okay?” she asked, kneeling.


Mr. Tidewell smiled. “I’m old, Sarah. And I’ve been fighting time my whole life. That’s why you and my younger, handsomer self are here now. We need you to take over this fight.”


“I don’t understand,” John said. “So the audience members are scattered through time and making changes to the story line. But, how do you know the changes they’re making aren’t for the better?”


Mr. Tidewell laughed. “Who said anything about better? Who’s to say what’s good or bad in the grand scheme of things? That decision is above our judgment. We’ve simply learned that if we don’t put the pieces of the historical puzzle back into place, then the outcome becomes highly unpredictable.” He put the handkerchief to his mouth and coughed. When he pulled it away, Sarah thought she saw a tinge of pink on the white cloth.


“What he’s saying,” Dr. Tidewell continued, “is that if we don’t put the story—the history—back the way it was, even roughly, then our own reality will fizzle out and you—we—will have never existed. Your family—our family, their friends, everything we know—will disappear as if it had never existed in the first place because the story has changed and our part gets cut, edited out from the script.”


“Then wouldn’t the Ra machine never exist in the first place?” Sarah asked.


“It’s enough to tie your brain into a pretzel,” Mr. Tidewell said, chuckling.


“Once the story line is corrected,” Dr. Tidewell said, “you will destroy all versions of the Ra device and let time march on as it always has. This invention is too great a power. It was hubris to think we could control time.”


All versions of the Ra device? Sarah thought. They had the eye of Ra pendant, but what others were there?


“What about what you said onstage? About all the good it could do?” John asked.


Mr. Tidewell laughed again, raspier this time, the handkerchief still at his lips. He wiped his mouth. “We were young! Remember that I used to think like you, John. But an old wise man once told me a story when I was exactly your age. And here it is.” He winked. “It’s a Zen story, I think, about a horse and a boy. A boy comes home one day and sees a wild stallion in the family stables, prancing around with the mares. The boy quickly shuts the gate, locking in the stallion, and runs to his father to tell him the news of their good fortune. To which the father says, ‘We’ll see.’ Later that day, the boy is out riding the stallion, trying to tame it. The horse bucks and throws the boy, and he breaks his leg. A villager working with the boy’s father says, ‘How terrible that your boy has broken his leg!’ To which the old man replies, ‘We’ll see.’ The next morning, the army comes to the village and conscripts all able-bodied young men to fight in their war. The boy, with his broken leg, is left with his father. All the villagers tell the father he should be elated that his son doesn’t have to fight in the war. And what does he say?”


“We’ll see?” John said.


“We’ll see,” Mr. Tidewell repeated. “Anyway, who’s to say what’s good or bad? It’s a horrible and wonderful thought to ponder, but if you think too much about it, it’s definitely another good way to tie your brain into a pretzel. One thing is for certain: If you don’t restore history, you and your family will never exist. There is no future for anyone past 7:34 of that terrible night.”


“How d’you know?” Sarah asked.


“Good question.” Dr. Tidewell smiled, her finger wagging up. “When the blast hit the very first time, we were sent back to this lab weeks before the event. An extreme dose of good fortune for us all, actually. But, we had to live through that horrible blast many times before we figured all of this out. We were stuck in a loop.” She hesitated and rubbed her temple. “Every time, it returned us here. With a seemingly endless amount of time, we worked on a portable version of the Ra machine. Eventually we built the first prototype and traveled out of the loop and we saw firsthand what we’d done.”


Mr. Tidewell grunted, obviously not wanting to talk about their early days. He wriggled uncomfortably in his chair. “We figured it out. Move on with your story already.”


Dr. Tidewell shot him a look. “Well, to answer your question about the future, Sarah. Naturally, we were curious, like you, to see what happens after the blast. Apparently, we tried to go there, to whatever happens after.”


“What happened?” Sarah asked, breathless.


“We left ourselves a note and jumped into the future.”


“Just to 7:45, to be exact, a bit after the blast at 7:34,” Mr. Tidewell added.


“But it seems we just—blipped into nothing.” Dr. Tidewell blew on her opening fingers as if she were dispersing the seeds from a dandelion.


“Or decided not to return,” Mr. Tidewell grumbled. “Neither of us remember ever attempting it. We tried jumping ahead to other times, other days, but always the same. We never return. So, we’re stuck in this loop, and from all we can tell, there is nothing for anyone after 7:34.”


“Maybe it’s just you two that cease to exist, but the universe keeps traveling right on down the train track,” Sarah said.


Dr. Tidewell gave a small smile and shrugged. “Could be. But can we take that chance? And either way, the only way for us to live—for you to live—is to set it right and fix the story line.”


This was giving Sarah a headache. She rubbed her temple. It was a lot to digest. She didn’t want to be the savior of the universe; she just wanted to be a normal kid heading into her glorious teenage years. And looking at this old woman who’d spent her entire life traveling through time . . .


Well, okay, part of it did sound sort of exciting. “A life spent adventuring through time, huh? But why not just go to a certain place in history and live out your life there?”


Dr. Tidewell cocked her head. “You know this quest is grander than that. You literally have to save the universe. Not just yourself. And you know it has to be you and John.”


“Does it?” Sarah asked.


“Who else can we trust?” Mr. Tidewell wobbled to a stand. “I’m tired. We’ve tried to find others, but it never turns out well. It’s too much power.” He shook his head.


“Besides, we caused this accident, and so it’s our responsibility to own it and clean it up,” Dr. Tidewell said. “If not, your parents and you and several billion other people won’t ever exist. And that’s not a very responsible decision, now, is it?”


“Oh, and the whole universe might blip out of existence too,” John added.


“Oh, yeah, that too.” Mr. Tidewell grinned.


“So what do we do?” John seemed eager. 


Sarah bit her lip. She knew her older self was right, dangit. Doctor Tidewell, sheesh. She’d better start taking her science classes more seriously. 


If only it were that simple.


She wasn’t even allowed to drive or set her own bedtime, and now she had to save the universe? The thought made her chuckle. This was wacky. And definitely not simple. Wait, that gave her an idea.


“We’ve restored many of the story lines—those are the green lines.” Mr. Tidewell pointed to the whiteboard with the crisscrossed lines of green, yellow, and red yarn connecting photos and maps and snippets of news headlines. “The yellows, we’re not sure if they’re consequential or not. You know, sometimes little things turn out to be big deals. And sometimes the opposite: what seem like big things turn out to make no major difference on the overall outcome. Hard to know.”


“The reds are the hardest, most critical quests,” Dr. Tidewell said. “For your next mission, you will travel to the time of the Mexica people. Yes, pronounced meh-SHEE-kah, but where we get the name for Mexico. The ancient peoples are more commonly known as the Aztec nowadays. Among the Aztec, there’s a woman you need to stop. Though she means well, she will alter the story line with tragic consequences.” 


Mr. Tidewell tapped on a photo pinned to the board with a red string. A woman with brown skin and straight hair as dark as obsidian. An Aztec princess? “Her name is Toci.” He pronounced it TOH-see.


“And when we’re done with this mission?” John asked, apparently full of confidence that they’d even accomplish that goal. Sarah snorted some air from her nose. Usually, she was the one brimming with confidence. Oh, she knew she could do whatever she set her mind to; she just wasn’t sure this was what she wanted to set her mind to. 


Instead, she found her thoughts revolving around how she could prevent this accident from happening in the first place. Wouldn’t that fix everything? Just prevent them from creating the Ra device? She just wouldn’t build it, then voilà, no more time travel wackiness. Right?


“Don’t get ahead of yourself, John. One thing at a time. But when you’re done with this quest, you come back here for the next one,” Dr. Tidewell said. “They’re all on the whiteboard and in that computer. Costumes there.” She pointed to the rack of clothing. “We’re going to help you from this headquarters for as long as we can, but at some point it’ll all be up to you two.” She put her hand on Sarah’s shoulder and looked her in the eye. “You will do this. It’s the responsible thing.”


“Okay, let’s do it.” Sarah shrugged and averted her eyes like it was no big deal.


Dr. Tidewell sighed.


“Good. Then there’s no time to waste.” Mr. Tidewell and John chuckled, but Sarah didn’t catch why. She had other ideas brewing.
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CHAPTER NINE




If You Could Change History, Should You?







JOHN

John suspected Sarah had something cooking, but he wasn’t sure what. She’d kind of been dragging her feet, and now she suddenly wanted to jump right in? 


Hm, now that he thought about it, that actually did sound like Sarah. She was a jump-right-in kind of girl, liable to change her mind without a moment’s notice. A more methodical approach couldn’t hurt, but John had learned his sister’s forwardness could also be an asset. He’d learned from her, in that respect, even if it still didn’t come naturally to him.


He pulled the pendant of the eye of Ra from his shirt. “So, how’d you get the power from that huge Ra device into this little amulet?”


Mr. Tidewell beamed. “I’d love to get into the specifics.” He kicked a thumb over his shoulder to the electronics bench, which sort of made John wish he really would get into the specifics. “Short answer? Many iterations of trial and error, many successes at learning what didn’t work. Then, finally, one that did. On that note, I have a present for you.”


Mr. Tidewell held up a necklace. A leather strap with the eye of Ra pendant that was identical in size to the one John wore around his neck, but instead of green jade, this one was a smooth dark black, like deep space. 


John wanted it immediately.


“This is a more advanced model compared to yours. This one is locked to your specific body signature, and Sarah’s, so it won’t work for just anyone. And you now have to be touching those with whom you want to travel. Don’t want random people falling through time like Aten, or poor Casey and Lisa, or—”


Dr. Tidewell coughed loudly to interrupt. “Move on, please?” 


“Right.” Mr. Tidewell took John’s old necklace from around his neck, laid it on the shelf, and picked up a mallet. 


John lurched forward as the old man brought the hammer down into the green jade pendant, cracking it.


“No!” John reached for the necklace, but yanked his arm back just in time as Mr. Tidewell smashed the pendant again and again to bits.


“Well, that was a bit excessive,” Dr. Tidewell said. 


“Nah, don’t want it falling into the wrong hands, like that General Subity fellow.” Mr. Tidewell set the mallet down and examined his destruction.


John looked at the jade dust and the tiniest of electronic circuitry now exposed. “Wow.”


Mr. Tidewell held up the dark pendant, the newer model eye of Ra. “That one’s an antique compared to this beauty. Come and try it on.”


John bowed his head. The old man ceremoniously draped the new necklace across his chest, clasping it in the back. 


John touched the cool stone. “Obsidian?”


“That’s right.”


“In the theater, you slowed time, didn’t you?” John asked, thinking back to the mushrooming blast. “Can this one— Can I do that now too?”


“You’ll learn that later. It’s a bit tricky to master, so first things first.”


John sighed, still holding the cool pendant in his fist. Then he remembered the ring. “Your ring.”


Mr. Tidewell held up his hand and wiggled his ring finger, on which was the smooth black band. John now noticed a subtle carving of the eye of Ra in its surface.


“My most advanced design yet. Not perfect, but better. The only one of its kind, for now.”


“The One Ring to rule them all,” John said, quoting The Lord of the Rings.


And in the darkness bind them. John finished the quote to himself.


Mr. Tidewell watched him with concern as if he knew what John was thinking, as Gandalf had with Frodo. “Don’t worry, young master John. The Lord of the Rings is an excellent example of the Zen story too. Who’s to say what’s good or bad? If Frodo hadn’t shown mercy to the wretched Gollum, then the ending may have turned out very differently for those adventurers, now, wouldn’t it?”


John nodded, then looked down at the pendant, cold and dark in his hand. It seemed like a blessing and a curse, a heavy responsibility. John imagined how Frodo might have felt.
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“About slowing time,” Dr. Tidewell said. “You’re not ready for that. So don’t try it.”


Her comment brought John back to the present. “Okay,” he said, letting the pendant drop to his chest.


“Maybe you should have made it the eye of Sauron instead of Ra,” Sarah quipped.


Dr. Tidewell chuckled. “I know you liked to trace the symbol of Ra in class and draw it in your notebook and such, so I figured the chance of you tracing it on the wall in the cave would be pretty high.”


Sarah scowled. “Why’d you have to trick us into it? Why not just be honest?”


“I’m sorry for that,” Dr. Tidewell said, crossing her arms. “But do you think if we’d shown up and explained all this that you’d have believed us?”


John laughed. “Heck no!”


“Right,” Mr. Tidewell said. “We had to ease you into it. Ancient Egypt served as an introduction to the wonderful world of time travel. It also served as a mechanism to get you the more advanced pendant model, a more portable and secure iteration compared to the original. Though, obviously, it’s outdated now.”


“Leaving a permanent fixture in the wall of that cave was a mistake, however.” Dr. Tidewell rolled her eyes at Mr. Tidewell.


“Yeah, shouldn’t have left that early model embedded in there. Did not mean to drag Casey and Lisa into this,” Mr. Tidewell said. “But we cleaned that up.”


“Who are Casey and Lisa?” John asked. This was the second time he’d heard those names.


“Oh, just some kids in Colorado who moved into your house after you left. They were skiing one day and fell through the snow into the cave and found the eye of Ra carving. Well, they traced it and—”


“That’s a story for another day, dear brother,” Dr. Tidewell interrupted. “Fortunately, they didn’t change much.”


“Didn’t change much?” John asked.


“Well, remember how we said that some things don’t really impact the overall story line?” Dr. Tidewell walked over to the clothing rack as she spoke. “We’ve found that the farther back you go, the chances for making real consequential change are lessened. It’s still possible, but greatly reduced.”


“Greater impacts are possible after the written word takes hold and the world becomes more globally connected,” Mr. Tidewell said. “Kill a random dinosaur and the world is changed slightly, yes, but not in any important way.”


“Except to that dinosaur,” John added.


Mr. Tidewell grinned. “Yes. But those changes aren’t likely to be as dramatic as if you make changes later. What you—or Casey and Lisa—impacted in ancient Egypt didn’t adversely affect the story line in any significant way. And you all got back home safe and sound, so it was just like a little vacation.”


“It gave you a taste of time travel,” Dr. Tidewell said. “And gave us the opportunity to test you out.”


“Test us out?” Sarah asked, hands on her hips.


“Well, you are still pretty young,” Dr. Tidewell remarked, tossing a sidelong glance over her shoulder while flipping through the outfits. “Though you don’t like to think so.”


Sarah snorted. 


John smiled. That was a surefire way to get Sarah going. Call her young or incapable and she’d die trying to prove you wrong.


“Don’t worry,” Dr. Tidewell said. “You performed brilliantly in Aventicum with Constantius and Crocus. If they didn’t unite to defeat Allectus, Rome would not have fallen. Yes, it sounds counterintuitive, but that is how we found it plays out. And if Rome remained an empire, then Europe would not be the same and—”


“Yeah, yeah, we’d cease to exist,” Sarah snarked.


“Exactly.”


“Those are some wicked dominoes,” John added. 


“Rome was your first real mission, and you did beautifully.” Mr. Tidewell gave a polite clap.


“Next, you’ll be traveling to the year 1519 CE, after Hernán Cortés has arrived in what is now called Mexico.” Dr. Tidewell turned, holding two outfits by their hangers. 


For John, a maroon long-sleeved shirt with an open collar and embroidered pattern around the neck, tan pants that looked too short, and beige socks that looked too long. 


For Sarah, a floor-length olive-green dress with gold-braid trim and long sleeves. Shoes that looked more like slippers. 


“Such as a commoner from Spain at the time might wear.” 


Sarah rolled her eyes as she took the dress. “Why do we have to blend in? Can’t we just show up, talk to Toci and tell her what happened, then flash back?”


Mr. Tidewell sighed. “Oh, how I wish. That would certainly have saved us a lot of time and effort. But the ol’ snatch-and-grab isn’t an option, as far as we’ve seen. Maybe you’ll refine the accuracy of the Ra device, but I haven’t been able to figure that out yet.”


“So, what’s our mission, exactly?” John asked.


“This woman.” Mr. Tidewell tapped the picture on the whiteboard. “Toci. She wants to stop Cortés, but you can’t let her do that.”


“Didn’t Cortés slaughter the Aztec?” Sarah asked, incredulous.


Mr. Tidewell swallowed, and his face dimmed. “That’s right. But you are not to aid Cortés in his offense or the Aztec people in their defense. You must not interfere with the story line; you must only prevent Toci, who wants to do so. By no fault of her own, she was blown back in time. She’s the unnatural piece of that puzzle, as awful and bloody as the truth is.”


John squeezed the back of his neck. “So, we’re supposed to aid a massacre?”


Mr. Tidewell shot his finger into the air. “No.” He shook his head a little like he was fighting back tears. “No. Our job is to restore history. If we don’t, the world will cease to exist. Remember the Zen story of the horse and the boy.”


John wasn’t sure it was so cut-and-dried.


“It’s not an easy question, John.” Dr. Tidewell handed the hanger of clothes to John. “And one you posed before, when thinking of saving me from hitting that picnic table: If you could change history, should you?”


“To save all those innocent lives?” Sarah nearly shouted. “It seems like we should.”


“Be careful with ‘should,’” Mr. Tidewell said. “It’s hard. No, it’s terrible. But if all that atrocity didn’t happen, then—”


“We’d cease to exist, you keep saying that!” Sarah threw down her dress. “But at what cost?”


“The best we can do is learn from history, Sarah. We can only ever move forward.”


“Like the train on the track.” John took his sister by the shoulder. “But we’re together.”


Sarah smiled tight-lipped at him. John wanted to hug her right then, but he refrained. The time wasn’t right for sentimental gestures. They had a mission to perform.


“Toci is an expert scholar in Aztec culture. Besides being fluent in English and Spanish, she even learned the Nahuatl language. So, be careful of her knowledge of the people and the time period.” Dr. Tidewell picked the dress off the floor and held it to Sarah. “We chose these costumes because with your fair skin tone, you’d never pass as Mexica. Instead, you’ll be travelers from Europe. Still, you’ll be a sight very few of these people have ever witnessed, so be prepared to deal with that.”


“How does the language-translation thing work?” John asked. “When we were in ancient Egypt and Europe, we could understand and talk with people, but we couldn’t read the writing.”


Mr. Tidewell grunted. “Another thing I’m trying to improve. Blasted tech. I haven’t—yet!—figured out how to get the written word to auto-translate as well. The alterations from the electromagnetic pulses to your neurochemistry work great with audible languages, but I haven’t been able to get the visual translation to work. The occipital lobe, the visual cortex of the—”


“Huh?” John asked. “Nee-ro-chemistry?”


“How your brain works,” Dr. Tidewell answered. “We don’t need to get into all those details now. You’ll learn everything eventually. Just know that the eye of Ra device works with your mind to transport you in time. You use your brain like a guidance system. You’re still getting the hang of it, but we’ve seen that you’re a natural pilot. That’s how you target a time and location: you just think about it, and when you initiate the Ra device, that’s where you go.”


“Mostly.” Mr. Tidewell rotated his palm back and forth in a so-so gesture.


“There do seem to be certain specific times and places that have a stronger pull,” Dr. Tidewell said. “Portals, we call them. That’s where the quantum physics—”


“But,” Mr. Tidewell interrupted, “we don’t need to get into all those details now.” He grinned at his sister as he used her words.


“So, when I was thinking about ancient Egypt while tracing the eye of Ra, we went to ancient Egypt,” Sarah said.


“And when I was in that ancient Roman exhibit and traced the eye, we went to Aventicum,” John said.


“Exactly,” Mr. Tidewell said. “All well planned, if I do say so myself.”


“Is that why we can only travel back from the same location we arrived?” Sarah asked. “Like the eye of Ra in the pyramid.”


“Or how we had to go back to the gladiator arena,” John said, snapping his fingers.


“For you, for now, yes,” Mr. Tidewell said. “But with practice, you’ll be able to control it better.”


“Like ending up in the janitor closet?” Sarah smirked.


“Like I said, it’s mostly accurate.” Mr. Tidewell smirked back.


John thought about the tomb robber. “What ever happened to Aten? How was he able to use it?”


“That was an accident before we had it locked down. When we set up the eye on that side, establishing the portal so you could return, he must have seen us.” Mr. Tidewell shook his head. “Too bad.”


“He ended up helping us,” Dr. Tidewell said. “But we returned him to his own time to stand trial with Imhotep. He was a thief, after all. Time travel is no get-out-of-jail-free card.”


“And he nearly messed up the Aventicum mission by mixing up Lucas in it.” Mr. Tidewell rapped his knuckles on the workbench. “That was one of our lessons learned. The more people we involve, the messier it gets. We just need ourselves. And you. I mean, you are us, so yeah, we just need ourselves. All of our selves.”
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CHAPTER TEN




Mexico, for a Minute







SARAH

After they held hands and John initiated the Ra device, and after the familiar bright flash, the first thing Sarah noticed in 1519 was the greenery. Thick bushes with tiny leaves in dense clumps sprouting bright pink flowers. Vines snaking their way around smooth tree trunks. Lush tropical vegetation. She inhaled a deep breath of the rich, sweet-smelling air.


And so the second thing she noticed was the humidity, dense in her lungs. Sweat beaded on her brow, and she wiped it with the sleeve of her dress, which felt heavy in the thick air. She took another big breath while rolling up the sleeves. The stola in Aventicum and now a dress here. Why couldn’t she just have some shorts? She huffed another breath.


Compared to the oxygen-rich air of the lowland in Santa Cruz and San Francisco, her breaths here felt more like Colorado’s.


“Feels like we’re back at altitude,” Sarah said.


“Except the wet heat,” John said. He undid the top few buttons of his shirt and fanned himself, then tucked the eye of Ra pendant close to his chest. He fidgeted with his pants, which ended right below the knee, and twisted at the long socks underneath. 


Sarah thought about her plan. The plan that would fix all of this mess from ever happening. Right? 


“Tenochtitlan isn’t in the jungle, so where are we?” Sarah said. In looking around at this new environment, her wanderlust curiosity tugged at her. 


Okay, just a peek and then they could go. They had all the time in the world, anyway, right?


She walked to the edge of the small clearing and peered into a valley below. They were on a bump in a hilly, forested area. Not far down nestled a village of thatched huts. The Indigenous people moved about their day. The men were bare chested with cloth wrapped around their lower half. Some of the women wore only a skirt; others had a full-length covering. Bright colors accented the hemlines. Their ears sparkled with jewelry. Even some of the men had large plugs in their ears and nose. 


An elderly man sat working a chisel against a large chunk of stone, then stood back, considering his next strike with his hand on his chin.


A toddler waddled around with a gourd, shaking it like a rattle and singing. 


Sarah smiled at the scene. 


She looked up. The sun blazed overhead. Maybe midday. The temptation to stay and explore was tremendous.


But, no, Dr. Tidewell had said it: Toci was the unnatural thing here. And, so were she and John. She had to fix it.


Just then a stamping in the distance distracted her attention. She turned around, but she couldn’t see through the foliage. Though it sounded far away, whatever it was approached in their direction. Fast.


Above them, the forest erupted with the hoots and sharp barks of monkeys warning of danger.


“What is it?” John asked. He picked up a long stick and held it like the spear he’d used in the gladiator ring as a venator.


Bushes and leaves rustled, as if from the wind of a train headed straight their way. Sarah searched for an escape or a hiding place. They could dart into the forest, but this thing was coming fast. There’d be no outrunning it. And hiding? 


She picked up a rock and stood side by side with her brother.


“Here it comes,” she said. “Steady.” She hoped she sounded calm over the sound of the heartbeat in her ears.


In a flash, a reddish-brown streak burst from the edge of the greenery. Some kind of tiny deer, legs churning in a blur. It skittered and screeched, perhaps equally surprised by Sarah and John as they were by it.


The deer tried to change direction but slipped on the leafy ground, its legs scrambling to take hold. A second later, a catlike creature with grizzled fur pounced at the same spot from which the deer had emerged. But it hadn’t expected to see two humans, and its legs went spinning for a quick change of plan just like the deer’s had.


“Yaaah!” John yelled. Sarah joined him and shook her rock in the air.


The predator cat skid into its prey, probably scaring the poor deer to near death. Then the cat jumped straight up into the air higher than their heads and disappeared back into the vegetation.


The deer hightailed it out of there too. 


The leaves stopped swaying, the monkeys stopped hollering, and calm descended back into the forest.


“Welcome to Mexico,” John said.


Sarah grinned. 


“I’d like to see the beach, but I think there’s somewhere we should go first,” Sarah said.


“Down to that village?” John asked.


“No.” She put her hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eye. “I know how we can stop all this, Johnny.” As she called him that—Johnny—something told her it might be the last time. She thought of the way he had picked up that stick and held his ground when an unknown danger approached. Her little brother was growing up fast. 


Time travel and saving the universe will do that to a person. 


She chuckled and shook her head.


“What?” he asked.


“It’s so simple,” she said. “We go back to Colorado.”


“Colorado?”


“Where it all started. We go back to that cave in Colorado before I traced the eye of Ra. We stop ourselves from ever going in there in the first place.” She let her hand flop to her side and let John consider this idea.


“What, then we never go in the cave, we never travel to Egypt, all that? We just go on living our lives?”


Sarah shrugged. “Yeah.”


“Or why not stop the presentation so the earthquake and solar flare don’t send everyone back in time?”


“Because I have no idea how to do that. But I know how we can stop us from going in that cave in the first place.”


John folded his arms. “How?”


“The law of parsimony. I remembered it from science class.”


“Do share, Dr. Tidewell.” 


“The law of parsimony says that the simplest explanation is usually the right one.”


“Okay . . .”


“And if we want to get out of this mix-up—that’s all it is, a big mix-up, right?” Her arms flung out. “Dr. Tidewell said the origin was the solar flare on the Ra device, but the origin for us—for you and me—was tracing that eye of Ra. We go back and stop that; we sleep this off and maybe remember it as a dream. It never happened.”


“I don’t know, Sarah—”


“WE didn’t cause this mess. WE didn’t make the Ra machine. Yet. Our other selves caused a mess, but we haven’t. And now we know not to.” She clapped her hands together. “It’s so simple. We’ve seen the future, so we can change it. We just need to stop ourselves from going in that cave. We need to never invent the Ra device in the first place, and we’re home free. Universe saved.” She wiped her hands clean. “Done.”


“Seems like it’d be too easy, don’t ya think?”


“Worth a shot, though. They lectured us about whether you should change history or not, but they didn’t say anything about changing the future.”


“I don’t know. Wouldn’t that be changing the future’s history?” As soon as he said it, John cocked his head and wrinkled his eyebrows. “Dangit, there’s that brain pretzel again.”


Sarah smirked. “Come on, Johnny. Don’t be a scaredy-cat. If it doesn’t work, we’ll know it right away, and we’ll come back here so you can play with your animal friends.” She tossed her rock into the bushes.


John huffed, but he gave her that look, the one that told her she was going to get her way.


John reached for the pendant around his neck, and Sarah smiled.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN




Save Yourself







JOHN

John remembered that Dr. Tidewell had said they could travel to wherever they thought about, using some sort of mind control of the device. That sure made it sound easy. So far it had been somewhat random where they ended up. It had all worked out okay, but now Sarah was asking him to target a specific time and place. But it wasn’t just random. It was a time and place in his own history. Maybe that would make it easier.


Hopefully.


Sarah put her arm around John’s shoulders.


He held the amulet in his fist and closed his eyes, trying to picture the mountainside, the winding trail, the evergreen trees, the scree slope on which he’d slipped. 


John smiled. He’d grown up on that mountain, put in a lot of miles, had a ton of adventures. It would always hold a special place in his heart. Once his imagination took hold, it was easy to get sucked back there as if he were really there now.


“You did it, John!” Sarah said, patting him on the back.


He opened his eyes. The pendant was in his open palm, one finger resting on the line with the knifelike edge. Apparently, he’d traced the eye while in the daze of his memories. And here they were. 


Standing on just about the exact spot when he’d remembered—


“Fort Tidewell . . .” He trailed off. The thought felt like an echo from the past. He’d stood on this same spot and uttered those same words, reminiscing with Sarah about the fort they’d built together, the doll Aunt Lorraine had made for them—the Sasquatch. Harry, they called it.


“Are we really in the same spot?” John muttered.


“Looks like it to me, come on!” Sarah ran off the trail.


John froze. Up ahead, almost like an optical illusion in the rocks, a black oval dissolved into the mountain. It seemed to shimmer in the fading sunlight. 


“Sarah, I’m getting a very weird déjà vu here,” John said. He took a few deliberate steps forward. Could they really be in the same place, at the same time? No, they must be early, because otherwise their other selves would be here already, right? 


John looked downhill. Could a different version of himself be walking up the hill right now? Whining about having to hike instead of eating ice cream? Oh, how things might be different if his parents had let him eat that ice cream.


“Thank goodness they didn’t,” he heard himself say. It didn’t surprise him to hear it. The adventures they’d been on had been like something that happened only in dreams or fairy tales. And with his sister, too.


“Wait up!” He jogged after Sarah.


Sarah stood in front of the dark cave, about the size of the full-length mirror on the back of their bathroom door. “Should we go in?” A mischievous grin.


John didn’t know what to say. What would happen if they found the eye and traced it again? Would they go back to Saqqara? Meet Zack and Rich and Ella and do it all over again? Or would it be different? Wait, was that the déjà vu feeling? Was he stuck in a time loop right now?


“Wait,” he said aloud. “In the gladiator ring. I stepped toward the middle. And I felt it there too.”


“Felt what?” Sarah asked.


“This feeling. Like I’ve lived this before.” The phrase “déjà vu” didn’t fit. That was just a feeling that you’d lived something before. What if he’d actually lived this already?


“Nah,” Sarah said. “We better not go in there again. Let’s just destroy this cave.”


“That’s your plan? Destroy the cave?”


“Yeah.” Sarah shrugged. “Remember that landslide?”


“It buried Aten, how could I forget?”


“This slope is primed for it. Look.” She pointed up the steep slope. The scree appeared dangerously stacked, and even a few boulders seemed like they might roll down and crush them at any minute. “We’re lucky it didn’t crash down while we were in ancient Egypt.”


“Okay,” John said. This plan could work. “We trigger that landslide, bury the cave—”


“And we’re free.” Sarah crossed her arms. 


They both heard laughing down the hill. It sounded distinctly like their mother’s.


“We better hurry,” John said.


Sarah was already picking up stones. “Grab some. We’ll get into a safe spot and chuck ’em uphill. That should do it.”


John ran toward a clump of trees outside the slide danger zone. Sarah joined him, and without a word they both started chucking their stones uphill. The first few bounced among the rocks. One started a little tumbling action, but it wasn’t enough. They could hear their family approaching.


“There!” John pointed to a boulder balanced precariously on a ledge. “We both aim for that one.”


“On three,” Sarah said, cocking her arm back with a softball-size rock ready to sail. “One . . . two . . . three!”


Two rockets arced through the air. John held his breath. The first stone—Sarah’s—hit almost dead center. A half second later, John’s stone glanced the side.


Nothing.


“Dangit!” John beat his fist into his thigh.


But as he bent down for another stone, he heard a rumble.


“John!” Sarah grabbed his shirt and pulled backward. 


They were well out of the path of the landslide, but the instinct to step even farther away hit John too. In the blink of an eye, one boulder became ten, then a hundred, then a thundering dusty wave of rock and dirt pummeled down the mountain, tearing at anything in its path.


John looked to the cave just in time to see the tons of rock crush and devour the inky-black opening.


“Wow,” Sarah mumbled.


Downhill, John caught the flash of a blue windbreaker between the trees. Their dad! They were close!


“Over here!” John ran to a hiding spot off the trail; a boulder the size of a minivan lodged between two trees provided some cover. They’d have to move around the boulder as their family passed to keep the rock between them and themselves—that sounded funny to say—but it was the best he could see.


A short moment later, John breathing heavily behind the rock, he saw him. His dad. Hiking briskly up the hill, one of his loose backpack straps bobbing back and forth in sway with his steps. Then his mom passed. Then farther down, he saw himself. 


It was an extremely odd feeling in some ways, and in some other ways it didn’t feel odd at all. That kid wasn’t him. Not anymore, anyway. So it was almost more like spying on a close cousin. Or a sibling? Was he a clone?


He blinked his eyes and shook his head, looking over at Sarah next to him. She must have been having similar thoughts, her head slowly moving back and forth with her eyes locked on her other self.


Their clones stopped and assessed the fresh landslide damage. A tree near the edge had been cracked near the base, fresh splinters sticking up like the ramparts of a fallen castle.


They pointed, their backs to John and Sarah. John thought he heard talk of the Sasquatch, a giggle. 


“Come on,” Sarah whispered to herself. “Keep moving, you doofuses. Nothing to see here.”


“The cave was destroyed, Sarah. Your plan worked.”


“Maybe. Let’s just hope they keep moving. If we don’t find the cave here, John—I mean, what will happen to you and me?”


Huh. John hadn’t thought that far forward. “What, you think we’ll disappear or something?”


“I’m not Dr. Tidewell yet. I have no idea.”


“Guess we’ll find out.”


“Together, one way or another.”


“Yeah, all four of us together.” John exhaled through his mouth. It was meant to be a calming breath, but he wasn’t feeling very calm. John was feeling amped-up, excited, and a little scared of what could possibly happen next.
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CHAPTER TWELVE




A Disappearing Act







SARAH

Sarah willed her former self to keep moving. 


Just. Keep. Moving. She practically strained a neck muscle thinking it so hard. If those two people—her former self and her brother—just kept moving, if they never found the cave, then none of this would happen. But would that mean she wouldn’t be here now? She’d be free of this responsibility, but would she have a place in the world? Or had she cut off their tie to their family, set them adrift in time forever?


Her former self and her brother moved on, hiking up the trail after their mom and dad. Sarah exhaled, flipped around to rest her back on the boulder, and slid down to a kneeling position on the ground. She’d done it. The plan worked. The universe was saved. 


“Easy,” she said. But she knew it didn’t sound confident. Because she wasn’t. “Too easy.”


“Nothing dramatic happened,” John said, patting himself on the arms and chest. “We’re still here, still alive.” He looked up. “The sky is not, in fact, falling.”


Something ate at Sarah. “But it’s not back to normal. Yet.”


“What’s normal?”


“I think we have to return to our timeline and—”


“Story line,” John interrupted.


“Story line. Whatever. We have to return to the time when we left Aunt Lorraine. We—this we—did go to Saqqara and Aventicum, and we can’t change that without changing history. But that’s where it ends. We go back to Santa Cruz on our hike with Aunt Lorraine, before our future selves kidnapped us, and we just carry on. With our lives. Like normal.” Her sentences staggered. It still seemed too easy.


“Or we go back to the lab in the future and tell Dr. Tidewell what we did. She can probably do the fancy math to figure out if we really fixed it or not.” John paced.


“There is no more future like that, John.” Sarah stood. “If what we did worked, you and I know not to create the Ra device in the first place.”


“But do they?” John pointed uphill.


Sarah swallowed. “Guess we’ll find out. Let’s go back to Aunt Lorraine. We can’t—we won’t ever forget what happened here, but that’s it. We had our fun adventures. And it was fun, John. But as soon as we’re back with Aunt Lorraine, we destroy that pendant. For real.”


Sarah flashed back to the museum, after they’d returned from Aventicum. She’d tried to get John to throw away the necklace, but he’d refused with a greedy stare she’d never known was hidden inside him. Would he be capable of destroying it now? 


This time, she wouldn’t make the same mistake as last time and keep the pendant. One way or the other, she’d take that necklace and bash it to bits.


“The only way we’ll know if this worked is to go back to Aunt Lorraine,” Sarah said.


John just stood there a few seconds, thinking. Then he took the pendant out and held it in his open palm, his finger at the ready to trace it. “Okay, Sarah. We’ll try it your way. But if anything is off when we get there, I’m taking us straight to HQ.”


“HQ?”


“Headquarters. The lab. In the future.”


“Okay, deal.” Sarah rarely lied to her brother, but this one was for his own good.



[image: ]


The familiar flash of bright white light like a thousand stars melding into one, a blip of pain on the eyeballs from the intense barrage, over a microsecond after it began. Sarah realized she was getting used to that feeling and that flash. A tiny pang of nostalgia surprised her. Was that the last time she’d ever experience it? Maybe she shouldn’t destroy the amulet. Maybe—


Something felt different about her body. Yes, her body. It didn’t feel quite her own, like she’d stepped into someone else’s skin, an invader, an impostor, and she couldn’t shake it off.


“Eww!” She flapped her hands and bounced her feet. Nausea followed. Her cheeks flared hot and she thought she might vomit.


“Sarah?” It was Aunt Lorraine. “Are you okay?”


“I—I don’t know. I don’t feel . . . right.”


“Blah!” John was whipping his head, his tongue out, lips smacking as if he couldn’t get a bad taste out of his mouth. He almost looked—transparent? Foggy, at least. Sarah rubbed at her eyes.


“It was just a minor little tremor,” Aunt Lorraine said. “Nothing to worry about.” She seemed surprised, maybe a little scared. “When did you get that gray hair?”


Suddenly Sarah’s muscles tensed, and she couldn’t breathe and her mouth yawned wide. And when she finished, that strange feeling dissipated, vanished into the air around her. She shivered the last vestiges of the feeling away as a snake does its too-tight skin.


“Wait, what gray hair?” Sarah asked Aunt Lorraine.


“At your temple. I don’t remember that being there.”


“Sarah!” John was breathing heavy. He held his hand in front of his face, but it was practically see-through.


“John!” Sarah reached for him, but her aunt intercepted her and held her in a hug.


“Oh, dear,” Aunt Lorraine said. She held Sarah tight and stroked the hair at her temple. “That earthquake must have triggered something for you. I’m so sorry, dear.”


“We have to help John!” Sarah squirmed in her aunt’s grasp, clutching toward John, who grew fainter by the second. 


“Oh, you poor thing.” Aunt Lorraine stroked her head. “I can’t imagine how I’d feel if I lost your mom, my sister. Losing a brother is the worst thing you’ll probably ever experience in your life.”


“Why are you just letting him—disappear?!” Sarah broke free and ran to John. A cold wind blew right through her and she turned. The look on John’s face was of utter confusion and disbelief.


“I’m . . .” He paused, seemingly at a loss for words. “Fading?” The shock in his voice tore at her heart.


“Don’t you see him?!” Sarah screamed to her aunt.


“You see your brother? Now?” Aunt Lorraine put her fist to her mouth, tears in her eyes.


“Yes! He’s right here!”


“He’s been dead not even a full year, Sarah, so it’s okay if you still see him. He’ll always be with you.”


“What? No, he’s literally right here!”


“Sarah, what’s happening?” John asked. But his voice was a mere whisper. 


“Trace it, John. Trace the eye.” Sarah grasped for the pendant, but her hand went right through John’s chest. That icy sting. How Sarah imagined the vacuum of space might feel. “I was wrong. We shouldn’t have tried to bury that cave. Take us back to where we left things in Mexico. Take us back to the same place, and we’ll carry out the next quest like we should have done. You were right, John. I shouldn’t have tried to change history. Do it, John! Hurry!”


Sarah’s words came in rapid succession.


John held the pendant of the eye of Ra in his ghostly hand. Sarah could barely see him now. He traced it over the brow, around the almond-shaped eye, down the line with the curlicue finish. Then only the line with the knifelike edge remained.


But John completely vanished.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN




The Portal Spot







JOHN

When they’d first jumped back to Santa Cruz, John felt like he’d been ripped out of his own body, and all he could taste was the worst rotten breath you could possibly imagine. Like the burp from a dead cat who had gargled with sewer-rat armpit sweat. Yeah, that bad.


When he wiped at his mouth, the strangest illusion made him hold his hand in front of his face and wave it back and forth. He could see straight through it. Being able to see through your own skin and organs was a completely disorienting feeling. 


Is this how the Invisible Man felt? John thought. Can I scratch my own head with a disappearing hand?


It would be cool to be invisible. But when Sarah ran right through him, he could feel her warmth. No, it wasn’t a feeling. It was more of a sense, like a memory of something long lost. A bittersweet tease of what had once been. That warmth. He wanted that back.


“I’m . . .” What was he? It was like falling in place, or an unbecoming, or like the credits at the end of the movie— 


“Fading?” Okay, the fun was over. This was not good.


When Sarah suggested the pendant, he already had it in his hand. His first thought was to head to HQ, the lab in the future. Dr. Tidewell would know how to fix this. Or maybe a glitch in the device that Mr. Tidewell could adjust. Obviously something had gone wrong with this jump, and they’d want to know about it. Just a software bug. Yeah, that’s all it was. There’s no way he could actually disappear.


But when Sarah talked of their mission, John knew that instead of jumping back to the lab, ancient Mexico was the right direction. That was where he had to take them both, to finish the mission. So he traced the eye and when it felt like he was having the last thought he’d ever have and about to wink out of existence, his finger finished tracing the knifelike edge.


Then the flash and POW! They were back in that steamy jungle.


This time, instead of being ripped out of his body, it felt like he’d been shoved into one. Familiar, but kind of icky. Like putting your hand in someone else’s sweaty mitt. Or sitting on a toilet seat warmed by the previous person.


Sarah must have experienced it too. 


That’s when he noticed the gray hair at Sarah’s temple in her otherwise red mane. She shivered, then John did, and the feeling vanished. 


Suddenly the light seemed brighter, and he gazed around as if he’d never really observed his surroundings before. As if, though he’d seen a tree a thousand times, he was seeing it anew for the first time. He inhaled deeply through his nostrils, more awake than a moment before.


John stood still, ears perked and eyes darting back and forth, truly taking in his surroundings in every detail. Were they really in Mexico again? Right before the jump, he’d imagined the same clearing, the village, the wild animals they’d scared. It looked like it could be the same.


Then he held up his hands and was relieved that he could not see through them. But it would be cool to be invisible. I wonder if future me and future Sarah can figure that out too. He smiled.


Sarah smashed into him and squeezed him tight in a bear hug, her cheek mushed into his head. “John.” She sounded happy and sad at the same time. “I thought I’d lost you.”


“Me too!”


She let go and punched him in the arm. “Don’t ever disappear on me again, you ding-dong!”


“I’ll try.” He pointed to her temple. “I don’t know if that gray suits you.” 


Sarah fluffed some of her other hair in an attempt to hide the new streak. “I don’t know, John. Something about that jump into our own bodies but from a different story line—I’m not sure that was natural.”


“Well, are we where we’re supposed to be?”


“I think so,” Sarah said. “Did you feel something odd when we jumped this time?”


“Like sitting on a toilet seat warmed by someone else?”


“Uh . . .” Sarah thought about that for a second and then shook her head. “When we jumped back to our original story line away from Saqqara and from Aventicum, only a nanosecond had passed in our own reality, right?”


“Yeah, it’s like time stood still for everyone around us while we went on adventures in the past.”


“I think this time we jumped into ourselves, but slightly different versions. That feeling was the melding of the two. I think.”


“Melding?” John asked.


“The two ‘us’es coming together, blending into one.”


“You sound like Dr. Tidewell. Then why didn’t we feel that when we jumped back to the cave?”


Sarah paced around their little clearing in the jungle. “Because we didn’t jump to the same place and time. We intentionally went somewhere different. But going back to Aunt Lorraine, and back here to the time of the Aztec, we leapt right into our own bodies. Maybe that’s why the gray hair too. I don’t know.”


John’s head hurt. “If you say so. What now?”


“The quest.”


“The mission.”


“Guess we should go talk to someone,” Sarah said. “But let’s take a mental snapshot of this place. Remember that we can only leave from the same place we arrive. This is our portal spot.”


“Maybe.” John’s confidence had increased after accurately targeting two jumps in a row. He could handle this time-pilot job, no problem. 


“Maybe?”


“Maybe we can jump from anywhere.”


Sarah twisted up her mouth. “Let’s just remember this place. Okay? As a backup, at least.”


A seedpod dropped from the sky. John tilted his head back to take in the view of one particular tree that shot up through the canopy, towering over everything else. Vines hung from its branches. Monkeys with brown and black bodies, white chests, bounced around like fearless acrobats. No net required.


“This tree’s been through a lot,” John said.


Sarah followed his gaze. “Lightning?”


Half of the tree’s branches at the crown were blackened, the leaves gone. There was a crack near the top.


“Okay, Lightning Tree Hill is our ticket outta here once we find Toci. Got it?” She clapped her brother on the back. “Find Toci. Restore the past.”


“Save the future.”


“Mom and Dad would be proud.” Sarah chuckled.


John wondered if his parents knew they were missing. Probably not, because time was frozen for them, right? 


But John and Sarah still aged. So they didn’t have all the time in the world.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The Sun Stone







SARAH

Approaching the outskirts of the village nestled in the valley, Sarah watched the old man. She didn’t want to startle him, but nor did she want it to seem like they were sneaking around. Would they be seen as friend or foe? Indifference was probably the best she could hope for. Direct was the best approach, so she strode confidently toward the old villager.


John skipped to catch up. They walked toward where the old man knelt, his tanned back hunched over, his spine arched and pushing against the skin. 


The stone spanned probably ten or more feet across. The fine craftsmanship amazed Sarah. Her eyes flitted from intricate detail to detail. Six points like a compass interspersed with all sorts of animals, claws, dots, and curlicue lines and jam-packed with symbols. It was wholly different from the eye of Ra and yet somehow familiar.


In the center, the face of a man—or a skull—with its tongue hanging out and hollow eyes in a menacing expression mesmerized her. The tongue was pointed so that it looked more like a knife.


Chink-chink-chink.


The old man held a mottled piece of white-and-black stone like a chisel in his left hand. In his right, he held a hammer with a wood handle and a piece of stone secured to the top with leather binding. He gently tapped the chisel, flaking away a fine shaving of the rock.


“Hello,” Sarah said. John jumped. Must have startled him.


It startled the old man too. He flinched and slipped, the chisel gouging across the surface of the stone for an inch.


“No!” the old man cried. He put his fists to his temples. “Twelve seasons I’ve been working on the Sun Stone, and never have I made such a mistake!”


He turned his head to glare at who had interrupted him, but his eyes went wide. He gasped while standing and took a hesitant step back. His tools dropped to the earth. “Who are you?”


Sarah marveled at Mr. Tidewell’s accomplishment. That the Ra device affected her neurochemistry, enabling her to understand the Nahuatl this man was speaking, was nothing short of miraculous. And it gave their brains the power to speak the language “magically” too. That quote came to mind about Clarke’s Third Law—what was it? 


Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. Something like that.


“Magic,” she muttered, and waved her hand like a performing illusionist.


The wrinkles in the old man’s face smoothed, and his lips parted in wonder.


John looked at Sarah funny, then back to the old man.


“This magician’s name,” he said sarcastically, “is Sarah. And I’m John.” John held both hands to his chest and made a little bow. “We’re very sorry to disturb your work. It’s quite beautiful.”


The old man stood rigid, his eyes now locked on Sarah’s head. “Your hair.”


Sarah cast a meek grin. Again, with the hair. Here we go.


“It’s—it’s on fire,” the old man stammered. Then he pointed to the center of the Sun Stone at the fearsome face. “Tonatiuh has sent you. The sun god has sent you!”


The old man fell to his knees and lifted his hands. “It is as the seer Toci foresaw! We will be visited by pale people from the sea, then the earth will shake, and the end of the Fifth Sun will be upon us! Has Huitzilopochtli not been nourished well enough? Have the Mexica offended the gods?”


Sarah blinked at the new name. Wee-tsee-loh-POACH-tlee? What the heck was that? Some sort of god, apparently?


“Huitzilopochtli, accept this blood as my offering!” The old man picked up an obsidian knife, the edge like a razor, and dragged it across the top of his forearm. A ribbon of dark red flowed quickly to the earth. He held it toward Sarah and John.


“Whoa!” John threw up his hands. “What’re you doing?”


Sarah picked up a rag next to the Sun Stone and wrapped it around the man’s forearm. It immediately bled right through, but she held it tight.


“You mentioned Toci,” Sarah said.


“How can you— He just cut— He’s bleeding—” John stammered.


The old man seemed enthralled by the color of Sarah’s hair, by her face so close to his. “Toci. Toci is the seer and translator of the gods.”


“And she foresaw our arrival here?” Sarah asked, keeping her eyes locked on his.


“It is her predictions that I immortalize in this Sun Stone. The end of the world.”


“The end of the world,” Sarah repeated. That sounded awfully familiar. 


The old man could not look away from Sarah, as if he were being touched by a divine being. “You must know.”


“Uh, sure, just checking if you do. Consider it a quiz,” Sarah said. She chuckled half-heartedly. 


“Tell us,” John encouraged the old man. “About the end of the world.”


“We feed Huitzilopochtli with our offerings of hearts and blood,” the old man said, almost a chant from rote learning. “Nourishment from our own people and from our captives of war. To ensure he is fed and powerful enough to fight the darkness back every day. If we don’t, he will not rise in the sky.” The old man squinted up at the bright sun. “If we fail to do this, should these offerings cease, or should we fail to please the gods, the Fifth Sun will go black, the ground will shake, and our world will be shattered. The Tzitzimimeh, fierce goddesses who shine bright in the dark night sky, will overpower and slay Huitzilopochtli and all of humanity.”


That was a lot to digest. 


“Uh, that’s heavy,” John said.


“We’re not here to, um, destroy your world,” Sarah said, stifling another chuckle. She knew it was too easy to feel superior to people who believed in stories like this. But she also knew that belief is a powerful thing. Faith in what can’t be proved. And didn’t she take a lot on faith too? Such as time travel? One cornerstone of science was its reproducibility, but this man’s story was replayed every day, right? They offered human sacrifice, the sun rose. It worked every time.


Regardless, she wasn’t here to debate this man’s faith. 


“Let’s get back to Toci,” Sarah said. “Do you know where we can find her?” 


“Who are you, looking for Toci?” The voice behind her cracked on “looking.” Sarah spun around and saw two kids, maybe teenagers, a boy and a girl.


The boy wore a burnt-orange loincloth and cape-like blanket tied around his neck, covering his shoulders and down his back. On his bare chest was sketched the light brown design of a swirling serpent. The top of his head was shaved, the hair in the back short. A spike made of green jade, the same as their old eye of Ra pendant, protruded from his lower lip. His narrow eyes stared at John, then Sarah. The wooden club dangling from his fist had a rock lashed to the top, making it a larger, more dangerous version of the old man’s mallet. Sarah cringed, imagining the impact of that weapon on a person’s bones.


The girl, probably the same age but shorter, stood slightly behind the boy. Her face was just as stern as her partner’s. She wore an ankle-length tan skirt with a dark-chocolate-brown-and-mint-green hemline, interspersed with abalone shells that reflected their rainbow sheen in the bright sun. Her blouse had a brightly colored bird soaring across her chest. A gold bracelet adorned her right forearm, from her wrist halfway to her elbow. Hammered into it was a swirling serpent similar to the tattoo on the boy’s chest. Round black obsidian discs in her earlobes. Her dark black hair had been braided into two little nubs like horns at the top, then flowed past her shoulders. A purple streak in her hair made her look a little punk.


“I asked,” the boy said, his voice cracking again, “who are you? And what do you want with Toci?”


John raised his hands. “We need to talk with her. Do you know where she is?”


“Everyone knows where she is,” the old man said. He turned back to Sarah. “The great Toci doesn’t just talk with anyone. But I think she’ll talk to you.”


“Great!” Sarah said, smiling. She let go of the man’s arm, leaving him with the bandage.


“Ome.” The old man gave a head nod to the girl, pronouncing it oh-may. “And Huitzi.” The head nod went to the boy this time, the name rhyming with sweetsie. “What brings you to our little village of Olinalan?”


“You know who sends us,” the girl, Ome, responded.


“I do, but that doesn’t answer my question.” 


“Toci is wise,” the boy, Huitzi, said. “She commanded us to come this way looking for pale-skinned intruders and report back to her. She predicted many more, though, so these two must be forward scouts, sent as spies for the one called Cortés.”


“The bringer of dark days for our people of the sun,” Ome said.


“Cortés,” John said. “That’s right. We’re here to—”


“We’re NOT with Cortés,” Sarah interjected, giving the stink eye to John. “Look, we just need to talk to Toci, please. Can you take us to her?”


Huitzi smirked with one side of his face as if he knew everything in the world and Sarah was ignorant of her own future. “Oh, we’ll take you there, all right.” He clapped the club into his palm. 


Sarah didn’t like the attitude.


“Whoa,” John said. “We’re not here to fight.”


“That’s what Toci said you’d say. But Cortés is here to murder our people. You bring the fight to us.”


“We’re not with Cortés!” Sarah shook her hands and rolled her eyes.


“We’ll let Toci decide that,” Ome said. “Bind them.”


“What?” John sounded scared.


“Wait.” Sarah stepped forward, hand raised.


Ome stepped to the side from behind the boy and flashed a knife with a sharp obsidian blade. “You’re coming with us as prisoners. Bind them, Huitzi.”


“Give me that rope, old man.” Huitzi pointed to a length of rope near the Sun Stone.


The old man obliged. 


With a questioning gleam in her eye, Sarah stared at John and bit her lip. She was unhappy with their predicament, but she hoped that in the way she shrugged, John would understand that she wanted to go along with it.


John was glancing to the jungle not far behind them. She could almost see his thoughts as her own. It’d be an uphill jog, but they could probably make the clearing where they’d arrived without getting caught. Then he could jump them out of here. Maybe somewhere closer to Toci, and they could try again.


But Sarah didn’t want to run and start over. Here they had a direct ticket to Toci. She certainly didn’t want to be tied up, but it was a fast track to their target. She gave a nod and firm look to John.


“Okay,” Sarah said. “We’ll go.” She stuck out her hands.


“As if you had a choice,” Huitzi said. “To Tenochtitlan we go. The jewel of the Mexica.”


Ome smiled. “Toci will be pleased.”


“And so will Huitzilopochtli!” The old man raised his hands heavenward. “He will feed and we will be saved! Take care of these offerings until then.” The old man wagged his finger at Ome and Huitzi.


“Of course,” Huitzi said, shooting a side-glance at Sarah. “Their hearts will greatly please the god of war.”
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Hands tied with a rough twine, Sarah marched into the forest ahead of her brother and their captors. They followed a path hardly bigger than an animal trail through the foliage.


“You’re not really going to sacrifice us and eat our hearts, are you?” John asked.


Ome and Huitzi laughed. 


“Of course not,” Ome said.


“Oh, good. Phew.” John smiled.


“We don’t eat the hearts. They’re burned for Huitzilopochtli,” Ome said.


John stopped in his tracks. 


Sarah couldn’t help but chuckle. They had the pendant! No one would be burning their hearts while they had that amulet as an escape. “Don’t worry, John. No one will be burning your heart today.”


“True, not today,” Huitzi said. “We won’t be to Tenochtitlan for several days.” He grinned, teasing.


Ome’s laughter even made Sarah chuckle along with them at John’s grim expression.


“Huitzi,” John said, whistling the wee-tsee. “Is that like the first sound in ‘Huitzilopochtli’?”


“Similar, but people just call me Huitzi as short for Huitzilin,” the boy said. “Means ‘hummingbird.’ My mother named me that because, she said, she wants to remind our people that we can still be kind and admirers of beauty. You know, even though I share the title with Huitzilopochtli, god of war.”


“Your god of war is named after a hummingbird?” Sarah asked.


“The hummingbird is a brave and courageous fighter and never dies. They are our warriors’ spirits lost in battle,” Ome said. “But Huitzi is not quite the big warrior he likes to think he is.”


“Shush, sister,” Huitzi said.


“You two are brother and sister?” John asked. “We are too!”


“I’m the eldest,” Huitzi said, thumping his chest.


“Don’t listen to him,” Ome said. “We’re twins. Like Ometeotl, the dual god who created everything.”


“You’re named after the creator of everything? Sounds like a lot of responsibility,” Sarah joked. 


Ome just gave her an odd glance.


“So, if you’re so kind, why are we tied up and being led to sacrifice?” John snipped.


“Our mother teaches that the sun will rise whether we burn hearts or not. She’s told us the offerings are not necessary,” Ome said.


“Then why are we being led to our deaths?” John asked, stopping. Sarah stopped with him.


“You’re not,” Huitzi said. He huffed and walked past them, obviously impatient. “We’re taking you to see our mother.”


“Your mother?”


“Yes, Toci. Let’s move faster or we’ll never get there.”


“Toci is your mother?” Sarah asked, starting after him. 


Ome and Huitzi were probably thirteen years old. How long had Toci been trapped here?


“Yes. She is wise and will know what to—”


“Stop!” Sarah screeched. She grabbed Huitzi’s cape in front of her. It yanked his neck and he gagged, but the move had been effective. 


He turned and glared at her. “Do not touch me! If we don’t keep moving—”


“Look.” Sarah pointed to a camouflaged snake hiding in the brown leaves just off the trail. Its body was caramel colored with black-edged diamonds and lines of white. But what made her stop Huitzi so suddenly was the triangular head. It reminded her of the rattlesnakes in Colorado. And she’d learned to steer clear of those venomous creatures, so her instincts had kicked in when she saw this one stone-still in the grass.


Huitzi saw it and stepped back too. Then he looked at Sarah. “That is a venomous snake. One bite can kill a full-grown man.”


“Is that a thank-you?” Sarah asked, grinning.


Huitzi huffed and crossed his arms, bringing the club between them. Sarah was beginning to learn that he liked to think he was boss. So, okay, she’d let him think that.


For now.


“Looks like you owe her one, Huitzi.” Ome grinned at Sarah.


Opposed to Huitzi’s bravado, Sarah was beginning to like Ome’s sense of humor.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN




A Coyote in Tenochtitlan







JOHN

The journey to Tenochtitlan was several days, and they ventured through all types of terrain starting in jungle and ending in high pine forest. John and his sister had camped many times in forests before, but never in the jungle and never without proper gear. They slept on the ground together, Huitzi and Ome staying up in shifts to keep watch. At dusk, the bats would appear and fill the dying umber sky, gorging on the insects. 


At least they’d undone their rope handcuffs. That made it a lot easier to sleep.


One night, Ome thought she’d seen a jaguar, but they never had any other close calls like the venomous snake. Good thing Sarah had acted quickly there. It was hard to know for sure, but John thought the save had endeared Sarah to Ome in some way. Maybe a little friendly kinship, the girls showing up the boys?


The cuisine wasn’t terrible. Surprising to John, known as “Little Chef” back home, the flavors were rich. John gnawed on the jerky and tried to pick out the smoky spices he wasn’t sure he’d ever tasted before. And the tortillas, the tortillas! Made from maize mixed with flavorful chilis. John knew from school that maize was just corn, so the tortillas tasted familiar, but a thousand times better than the ones they bought in plastic bags manufactured en masse. These were homemade and thick and delicious, with a twinge of spice from the chilis. Mixed with the jerky, it was a wholly satisfactory meal, though by the third day John was craving some roasted root vegetables or something green.


John asked for the tortilla recipe, but Ome laughed at him like it was a joke. It wasn’t! John loved baking and cooking. The precision, the math of it, meant order and predictability. You put some flour, butter, and sugar together, you’re getting cookies. Maybe a little mess, but you know basically what to expect. Not like time travel or dealing with an older sister.


When they came out of a pine forest and could see the lake below, with Tenochtitlan as a dazzling island city, John couldn’t help but mutter, “Wow.”


He heard his sister mumble the same thing.


The city sparkled and spread out with a much bigger footprint than John had imagined. He’d heard of the famed city of the Aztec, but he’d always pictured something . . . smaller. This was a regular metropolis, with suburbs and floating islands and multiple huge temples. Canoes drifted on canals like the pictures he’d seen of Venice in Italy, though these canoes were loaded with goods headed to market. Farther out into the lake, men cast nets and brought up flopping silver fish, their scales sparkling in the sun.


John’s mouth watered when he saw a floating garden bursting with leafy greens. The rectangular plot of land had poles sticking out of each side, securing boards that held the dirt like a raised garden bed back home. But this was in the middle of the lake. John squinted at the marvel of it all.


The sound of sloshing water pulled his stare toward a stone trough that started in the hills and was then suspended on man-made islands right across the lake and into the city. “An aqueduct?”


“For our drinking water,” Ome said.


“But you’re on a lake,” John said, implying that there was fresh water all around.


“Lake Texcoco is too salty to drink. Great for the fish, bad for the people,” Huitzi said.


“There are dikes that keep some fresh water close to the island, but that is used for farming,” Ome added.


Wow. John never knew that either. They lived on a lake and yet had to build a system of aqueducts to bring in safe drinking water. Amazing.


They crossed a wooden bridge onto the island city of Tenochtitlan. Many of the buildings had a reddish coral-colored hue and Sarah asked about it. 


“Tezontle,” Huitzi said. “From the volcano. It is very strong, but light.”


“It can be dangerous to work with, though,” Ome added, suddenly downcast.


“What’s wrong?” John asked.


“Our father—”


“He was an architect and came down to inspect some repairs to the Templo Mayor.” Huitzi pointed to the largest temple in the center of the city. “But there was an accident. Supposedly.”


“Was he hurt?” Sarah asked.


“He held up the scaffolding from fully collapsing while two of the commoner workers escaped.” Ome held up her head. “But then he could hold it no longer.”


Huitzi scoffed. “It killed him.”


“Oh. I’m sorry,” John said. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose his own dad.


“He was murdered. A witness saw someone tampering with the scaffolding.” Huitzi clenched his jaw. His face turned stern, blocking the emotion welling in his eyes.


“Enough of that. Let’s keep moving,” Ome said. She wiped her eye and nudged John in the back.


They walked into the city and through a marketplace toward the main temple. In the market, people spread out on the ground with blankets and sold beautiful multicolored vegetables, pottery, jewelry, farming implements, shiny fish, and intricately designed clothing. 


Everywhere they looked, people stared at John and Sarah. At their faces, their clothes. Conversations stopped and whispers were exchanged. 


They passed a spice vendor. Arrayed on the mat were bell peppers in bright red, green, yellow, and even purple. Shallow, woven baskets full of ground spices. John leaned over and smelled several of them. His eyes rolled in his head as he was overcome with the rich aromas of coriander, oregano, cilantro, and white cinnamon. His cooking gears turned, and his mouth watered. 


When he reached out to take a pinch of the cinnamon, the vendor smacked at his hands. Ome apologized and dragged him away. 


Passing two women in an intense argument, John watched as their hands gesticulated in negotiation. The older woman held a dead chicken by its feet, the wings flapping as she debated. They seemed to settle on a price, and the older woman nodded, handing over the fowl to the younger woman, who gave her a small lumpy bag in exchange.


“What’s in there?” John asked.


Ome shrugged. “Don’t know. Probably cacao seeds.”


“Cacao?” John asked.


“Probably. Or some other form of currency, maybe maize.”


“Wait, cacao, like chocolate? Is used as money?”


“Yes, cacao can be used as money. And chaw-ka-let, haven’t heard of that, but it sounds like xocolatl”—she pronounced it shoh-KOH-lahtl and smiled—“a yummy drink. It’s deeelicious. Spicy too, with the hot pepper in there. Soooo good.”


“You put hot pepper in your hot chocolate?” John asked. “And wait, if cacao seeds are used as currency, then money literally does grow on trees!”


“Eww,” Sarah said.


“Oh, come on, Sarah. That joke was pretty good. Money, cacao, grows on trees, get it? Well, Dad would like it anyway. Total dad joke.”


“No, look.” Sarah pointed to one of the smaller temple buildings. She couldn’t take her eyes off it. 


As the kids turned to see, John noticed that one of the cacao seeds had slipped from the bag and bounced on the ground, coming to rest right at his feet. He quickly picked it up and pocketed the little treasure.


“Are those really—” Sarah stopped midquestion, turning her head away.


John finally looked to what she’d seen.


In the front of the temple, on wooden stakes, human heads startled John with their macabre lidless stares. A lower wall had been constructed of human skulls and mortar. His stomach churned some bile into his throat. He gulped, but the thing he almost lost his lunch over was the incredibly steep set of stone steps leading to the top of the temple. Stained with blood. So much blood. He gagged.


“We’ll change this practice,” Ome said, whispering. She must have picked up on his revulsion. “After the heart and head are removed, the offering is tossed down the steps—”


“I don’t want to know,” Sarah said.


John wanted to keep moving. He looked away. The ghastly display of death was overpowering. 


“Look!” Ome pointed to a gathering of people on the other side of the wide boulevard. “A wedding.” The guests were adorned with gold and jewelry and the men who didn’t have a cape covering their chests had been painted in an earthy-red ocher and sky blue. 


The bride’s face shimmered with beauty and wiped away John’s thoughts of the grisly temple. “She’s beautiful.” Such a contrast to the macabre scene of death at the temple, here was a festival celebrating life.


“Is she . . . sparkling?” Sarah asked, obviously glad to be focusing on something other than the temple too.


“It’s a paste that contains tiny crystals,” Ome said. “To make her radiant on her special day.”


“Wow,” John said. The girl bride didn’t seem much older than Sarah.


“Next year, I’ll be wed,” Ome said. “You too?” she asked Sarah.


John chuckled.


“Are you serious?” Sarah groaned. “Literally every one of these adventures, someone has to ask me why I’m not married yet? This is getting—”


“You!” A gruff man strode up to them, flanked by four guards armed with spears, clubs at their sides in leather loops.


The tall man had a square face atop which sat elaborate headgear with inlaid gems. Brightly covered bird feathers fanned out above his forehead and made him appear even taller. At his waist hung a club with obsidian blades inserted into the wood on either side like a wicked baseball bat. The turquoise discs in his earlobes were the size of the large coin Constantius had given John in Aventicum. The guards behind the leader had leather earplugs, and John was beginning to wonder if the type of material each man received was an indication of his rank.


“Ugh, it’s the tlacateccatl, Coyote,” Ome moaned, not so much under her breath. “He’s the general of the armies and a real—”


“Shush, sister,” Huitzi hissed. “You want to get us killed?”


“We’ll take these prisoners to Templo Mayor as offerings.” The general crossed his arms. His thick forearms were scarred with jagged rows in a deliberately menacing design.


“They’re ours, Coyote,” Ome snapped in a direct way that surprised John. “We’re taking them to Toci.”


“Oh, really?” the general sneered. “Their blood should go to Huitzilopochtli.”


“It might,” Huitzi said. “But that’s not our decision. We’re under orders to bring these two straight to her.”


The general leaned his face closer to John’s. John couldn’t help but recoil a bit or the man might have mashed his nose into John’s. Surprisingly, the general smelled sweet, almost like cinnamon. But his breath reeked.


John turned his face aside and coughed, his hand covering his mouth and nose.


“Their skin is like that of Coyolxauhqui.” The general pronounced it koh-yol-SHAW-w’-kee as one of his fingers poked at John’s cheek. The man’s teeth were filed to look like pointy daggers, his eyes bloodshot. “Pale as her face in the night.” He leaned back and spoke to his guards, but his eyes didn’t leave John and Sarah. “And we all know how dangerous she can be.”


Ome laughed. “The great General Coyote fears two children as much as he fears the moon goddess?” She peered around behind John and Sarah as if they were hiding something. “And where are her four hundred brothers, the star warriors trying to kill their mother?” 


Ome laughed again, harder, doubling over melodramatically, slapping her knee, then pointing at the general like he was a buffoon.


Huitzi stifled a giggle, but his eyes were wide while he watched the general’s reaction.


“Very funny, little Ome.” The general was unfazed. He flicked his finger to his guards. “Take them. If Toci’s kid gets in the way—”


“What?” Ome said, wiping a tear from her eye. “You’ll send us to the high priests too? You think our Huey Tlatoani Motecuhzoma will let you live if you touch me? After you displease his seer, who can see the future? Toci is untouchable, you worm. And thus, so are we.”


Ome’s lips went taut, all humor wiped away. She puffed out her chest and stood firm next to Huitzi. “We’re leaving now. With these prisoners. Come on, Huitzi.”


Huitzi started moving, but with a nod to the general. “I’m sorry, General Coyote. I will tell our mother you requested the prisoners.”


The general grunted and cocked his head back, sneering down his nose at them.


Their backs to the menacing group of warriors, John heard scuffling in the sand on the stones behind them. He turned, but it was too late. Two of the guards had Ome and Huitzi in bear hugs. The kids struggled and kicked, but it was no use.


Coyote leaned toward Ome.


“We’ll take them now. To sacrifice tonight,” Coyote taunted.


A second later, John’s lungs were pressed tight against his ribs by two thick arms, and he could barely breathe. One of Coyote’s men picked him up from behind and strode away as if he were picking up a pig from the farm.


To take to the slaughterhouse.
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After their wrists were once again bound, Coyote and his men ordered John and the rest to march ahead of them.


“Where are you taking us?” John asked. 


Ome shot him a look and shook her head.


They turned a corner, and a cheer went up from a crowd. It startled John, and he stopped in his tracks. Then he realized it wasn’t for him. Ahead, there was some sort of sporting event going on. A broad court, with a white line separating two sides, surrounded by high walls of stone. A tiny ring set in the wall on each side of the court reminded John of his favorite sport: basketball. Except these hoops were sideways. 


A team of several men danced on the balls of their feet on either side of the white line. John knew what meant. It was tip-off time. The excitement of the game made him forget the dire situation he was in.


“What is this?” John asked Ome.


“Ollamaliztli.”


Uh-la-ma-liz-tli, it sounded like. John didn’t try to repeat it. 


Even Coyote and his men seemed distracted by the sport, chatting among themselves and pointing.


The only man on the court in a robe, standing on the line at one side near the wall, held a ball almost the size of a bowling ball into the air. 


He must be the ref, John thought. 


The ref’s head tilted high, and he chanted something to the sky. John couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded like a prayer or a dedication. John thought of how they sang the national anthem before basketball games at school.


“It’s a game that represents the battle of the sun, Huitzilopochtli, against the moon, Coyolxauhqui, and her four hundred star warriors,” Ome said. Then she shrugged. “But mostly it’s just for fun.”


“Except when it’s not,” Huitzi said. “Sometimes, a game can mean your life. The losers can become sacrifices.” He ran a finger along his neck.


Ome smacked him. “That’s rare. Usually, it’s just for sport. But it’s pretty rough. That rubber ball is hard, and you can only play with your hips, so it hurts!”


“I’m usually pretty bruised up after a good game,” Huitzi said with a smile.


On either side of the court, people waved their hands and shouted, cheering on their team of choice.


“Those people all have bets on who’s going to win,” Ome said. “Trying to get rich quick.”


John watched the ball go back and forth, bouncing off the ground, or the wall, then returned by the opposing team with a knock of the hip. It seemed sort of like volleyball, except with your hips and a ball that appeared dense and heavy. Sure, it might have been rubber, but given its size and heft, John imagined that thing could smart!


Just then, the ball whipped across the field, and a man dodged in the wrong direction. He took the ball directly to the chin, which knocked his head sideways. His body spun and he hit the ground. The referee raised an arm to the team who had hit the ball. The crowd cheered. Must have been a point.


The unconscious man was carried off the court, and another took his place.


“You want to play for your life?” Coyote snarled into John’s ear. The man’s hot breath startled him.


“Leave him alone, Coyote,” Ome said.


John jerked his head away but didn’t look at Ome. He turned to Coyote.


“I’d beat you at basketball any day. Give me my friend Roman, and we’d mop the floor with you.”


Coyote bared his sharpened teeth. Suddenly John didn’t think they looked so scary. More like he was in severe need of some dental work and probably braces.


“Your breath stinks,” John said.


Coyote pushed John to the ground and pulled out his club.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Toci







SARAH

“Don’t you dare touch him!” Sarah shouted. Her scream caught the attention of some from the crowd.


The onlookers glared at Coyote, a huge man towering over a child. A woman started marching toward them, shaking her hands like she meant business.


“Ugh, it’s that meddling midwife,” one of the soldiers grumbled. “Just because she brings the babies into this world, she thinks she’s untouchable.”


Coyote growled. “She is.”


Sarah watched as the woman approached, waving her arms and rambling about “gods’ creatures, the children, and—”


“Let’s go,” Coyote snarled at Sarah. He put his club away.


“We’re moving,” Huitzi said, putting a hand out for John. The midwife huffed and watched them walk away, obviously pleased that her intervention had stayed the general’s hand.


Coyote’s men poked at Sarah and John, together with Ome and Huitzi, until they reached the Templo Mayor, the biggest temple in the center of Tenochtitlan. Sarah looked up, awed by its size. Steep stone steps reached far up into the sky. The platform at the top had two rectangular towers—one painted with lines of blue, the other solid red. Carved into the rock at the base of the temple were fighters mixed with animals, reconstructing an elaborate battle scene of epic proportions. She wanted to study it further.


Ome kept grumbling, defiant, obviously angered by this whole spectacle. Huitzi looked annoyed, his jaw set tight, but trying hard not to display any emotion. 


John kept pawing at the eye of Ra pendant under his shirt. Sarah knew what he was thinking: practically anywhere would be better than here. But they had to use the same portal they arrived in, back at Lightning Tree Hill, or who knows what would happen. Last time they’d tried a random jump, they ended up almost losing John.


“Don’t,” Sarah whispered to her brother.


“No talking!” the guard snapped.


At the side of the massive temple, one of the soldiers opened a wooden door laid flat in the ground and pointed with his spear. 


“You won’t get away with this, Coyote!” Ome shouted as a guard cut her bonds. “When my mother finds—”


The guard unceremoniously kicked her in the backside, and she stumbled down a narrow set of steep stairs into the earth. Huitzi followed, his freed hands out in a surrendering gesture. 


John went next. The guard stopped him and cut his tight handcuffs. John massaged his wrists as he stepped down the stairs. 


Sarah went last, her hands freed as well, down into a dark, dank room made of stone. It smelled of urine and fetid body odor. 


The door crashed shut and made Sarah jump and turn. Only a few frail beams of sunlight pierced the slats in the wood and trickled down to them. 


“What now?” John asked.


“We wait,” Ome said. “I can’t believe Coyote. He’s gone too far this time.”


“He’s Motecuhzoma’s general, Ome. He controls the armies. You have to treat him better.” Huitzi crossed his arms.


“But our mother is ‘the seer of Motecuhzoma’!” Ome replied. “What he’s done is treason. He should have his heart ripped out, not us.”


Sarah cringed at the comment. It sounded so wicked coming from a girl her age. Well, it would sound wicked coming from anyone. But, given the circumstances, Sarah couldn’t help but agree she’d rather not have her heart ripped out.


“You said, ‘We wait.’ Wait for what?” John asked.


“Our mother.” Ome stopped pacing and looked John in the eye. “She’ll come.”


Several hours later, the sunbeams through the cracks in the door faded into a dusky orange hue.


John twisted his weight from foot to foot. Sarah knew what that dance meant.


“I really have to pee,” John said. “I’m sorry. I’ve been holding it forever. At least it’s darkish now?”


“Go there,” Huitzi said. “In the corner. There’s a drainage hole.”


Sarah turned away. She heard John’s careful footsteps, shuffling in the dark of their cave prison. She imagined his hands out, searching for the wall. Then the sound of him fiddling with his pants. 


And just as John exhaled a sigh of relief, the wooden door creaked open and a torch brightened the stairway. John scuttled out of the spotlight, muttering surprise as an arc of his pee sprayed across the wall. 


Sarah snorted a giggle.


The pine torch coming down the stairs crackled and sputtered with resin. Sarah shaded her eyes, but couldn’t see who wielded it. Was this the high priest come to take them to the altar for sacrifice?


“Come with me.” The voice wasn’t familiar, but male. 


Sarah went out first, followed by John, then Ome and Huitzi. The sun had nearly set, and a half-light glowed on the distant mountains circling the lake city. A group of warriors stood holding bundles of resinous pine sticks lashed together as torches in one hand and spears in the other. They had daggers at their waists and were dressed like eagles—feathers sticking out from the backs of their arms, headgear shaped like an eagle with an open beak, claws sticking out near their knees. They wore leather breastplates and had green plugs in their lips. The shadows danced around their stern faces.


Two of them stepped aside, and a woman appeared. She had a dazzling robe of floral design that went to the ground, her hands folded in front of her. Her long black hair had a streak of purple. Just like Ome’s.


“Toci?” Sarah asked.


The corner of the woman’s lip turned up in a grin. “I am. And who are you?”


“We found them in Olinalan, Mother.” Huitzi stepped forward. “Spies sent from Cortés.”


“We don’t know that for certain,” Ome said. “They deny it.”


“Of course they would,” Toci said. “But I believe them.”


“You do?” John asked. Sarah could hear his relief.


She pointed to the eye of Ra pendant around John’s neck. “I do.”


John hurriedly shoved it back under his shirt.


“Come,” Toci said. “We have a lot to discuss. But not here. That Coyote is giving me heartburn, and I don’t want to have to ask my eagle warriors to battle him. Not tonight, anyway. Follow me.”


She turned and floated away, her retinue of soldiers on all sides.


Sarah took off after her.
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They followed Toci to a palace with sloped walls on two sides. Behind the gates, they traveled a walkway lit with torches, even though the dusk still lit the sky. What Sarah saw stole her breath away: Lavish gardens. Wild peacocks and other exotic animals she’d never seen before. Lagoons and even a landscaped waterfall sculpted with large rocks. Sarah couldn’t help but gape in awe at the royal splendor. This was not what she’d learned of this place. It was so rich and full of life.


Apparently, Toci noticed her noticing. “The royal palaces of Motecuhzoma.” She threw her arms out. “You may have heard of him as Moctezuma or Montezuma. It’s breathtaking, isn’t it? And the libraries . . .” She put both hands over her heart.


“It’s . . . lovely.” Sarah knew it wasn’t something she’d normally say and John’s sudden head jerk toward her proved it. “What? It is.”


John nodded, but with eyebrows raised and a grin.


“I always wondered what it looked like, and now here we are,” Toci said. “Seeing it with our own eyes. Its magnificence never ceases to amaze me.” Gazing around, Toci inhaled deeply as if she could breathe it all in.


Sarah found herself doing the same. The sweet smell of some sort of fragrant flower like warm candy made her take another noseful.


Toci turned and ascended a set of broad limestone steps that reminded Sarah of the glistening white covering of the pyramid in Saqqara. Inside the chamber, they sat on fine cushions, and servants brought them golden goblets full of what looked like hot chocolate. But it was cold.


“Have some xocolatl,” Toci said.


“Yum,” Ome said, grabbing a cup.


Sarah recoiled at the first sip. It was extremely bitter. And a second later, the spice hit her nose, which flared as her eyes watered. 


John coughed and nearly spat his out.


Toci laughed. “It’s an acquired taste.” She took a sip. “But I’ve grown to love it. As I have everything in this land.”


“Almost everything,” Huitzi said.


“True,” Toci said, her lip curled in a smirk at her son. She put her hand on the back of his neck. “There are some things I am trying to change. But before we discuss all that, I want to talk with you two.” She pointed to Sarah and John. “Alone.” She stood and kissed Huitzi on the head. “I’m sorry, my children, but it’s time for bed. We’ll be along shortly too.”


Ome and Huitzi finished off their xocolatl and left.


Toci took another sip of her drink. She seemed to be waiting for Sarah or John to say the first words, so Sarah obliged. “You know where we’re from.”


“I have a guess,” Toci said. “You’re not from Egypt, are you?”


“No, though we’ve been—” John started, holding up the pendant.


“We can take you back,” Sarah interrupted. “To where you belong.”


“To where I belong,” Toci said. “Interesting choice of words.”


“We have the Ra device. We can take you back to 2049.” John dangled the eye of Ra.


“The huge Ra device I saw in that ill-fated demo has been distilled down to that amulet?” 


“That’s right.” John beamed, holding the necklace aloft.


Toci watched it spin.


“I’ve been here a long time.” Toci looked mournful, pensive. As if she was trying to reminisce about what it was like where she came from in the future, but the memories were elusive. “When I first arrived, I longed so badly to return. But I no longer miss it.” She turned her gaze to Sarah.


“But you don’t belong here,” Sarah said.


“I don’t?” Toci asked. “I belong here more than that future. I was always a fish out of water there. I don’t miss the technology that promised to tie us together but only divided us and drew us apart. We were the most connected and yet loneliest civilization in the history of humankind.”


Sarah sighed. She’d thought this would be easier.


Toci continued. “But here, I have real connection. I have two beautiful children. I am learning about one of the most mysterious ancient civilizations firsthand. What a wonderful gift, don’t you think? I can’t just turn my back on these people. On my kids. I have to stop Cortés. You know what he’ll do. But I can stop him.”


“Don’t you want Ome and Huitzi to grow up in a safe place?” John asked.


Toci laughed. “Safe? We have our challenges here, but that time did as well. My kids are safe enough.”


Sarah scoffed. “Like being thrown in an underground prison cell to await human sacrifice?”


Toci waved her hand. “That was posturing. General Coyote is no fool. You were never in true danger. He was using you as pawns, trying to goad me into reacting.”


“Felt pretty real,” John said quietly, eyes down. 


“No, Coyote is most dangerous when you don’t see him coming. He’s a jealous and ambitious man. He’s been after me for a long time. I believe he had my husband murdered. Someone tinkered with the scaffolding at the construction site where my husband worked. It collapsed and—”


“Why don’t you have him arrested?” Sarah asked.


Toci grinned. “It’s not that simple. I have no proof. General Coyote has a lot of power and a loyal following of soldiers. Motecuhzoma keeps him in check, but barely.”


“Why does he want to hurt you?” John asked.


“My knowledge and my teachings go against his traditions, and he doesn’t like it. But I will beat him.”


“Why? Why not just leave all this behind?” Sarah asked. “Come home with us. Set the story line straight.”


“I can’t go back,” Toci said, her head down. “I have to stop Cortés from slaughtering these people.”


“Seems they’re doing some of that to each other already,” John said. 


Sarah smacked him in the back of the head. It was a callous thing to say.


“You mean the human sacrifices?” Toci asked. “Yes, I’m working on that. I have hope in the younger generation.” She looked off down the hall where Ome and Huitzi had left moments ago. “There are some who understand, but I have to be cautious.”


“Of General Coyote,” Sarah said.


Toci nodded. “And others. Change—real change—cannot be forced or hurried. I am teaching some of the children about science and astronomy. Trying to explain that they don’t need blood to appease Huitzilopochtli and that the sun will still rise.”


“But isn’t that changing them?” John asked.


“Yeah, aren’t you influencing the culture you want to study?” Sarah backed him up.


“Perhaps. But for the better, wouldn’t you say?” Toci smiled. “We know so little about the workings of these people where you come from. I’m hoping to change that by helping this culture persevere. I’d love to go even farther back and learn about their more mysterious predecessors, the people that inhabited this land even before the Mexica invaded, the people who built the original temples at Teotihuacan, ‘the birthplace of the gods.’ When the Mexica were wandering, looking for a homeland, they found the temples at Teotihuacan mysteriously abandoned. Having never seen such feats of architecture, they believed the gods must have built the place, and they copied those temples here in Tenochtitlan. We don’t even know what the inhabitants of Teotihuacan called themselves, and yet they were the inspiration for much of what you’ve seen today. I mean, there’s still so much to learn. The Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan hasn’t even been fully excavated. I remember, before I got blown back to this time, that beneath the Pyramid of the Sun they found a wondrous underground cavern with gems inlaid into the ceiling like stars, pools of mercury underfoot . . .” Toci trailed off, apparently lost in her imagination.


Sarah put her hand on Toci’s forearm. “You don’t belong in this time. If we don’t get you out of here, the world as we know it ceases to exist on—”


“On a 4-Ollin day, I know.” Toci shook her head as if dismissing her daydream. 


“What’s 4-Ollin?” John asked.


“A day on the calendar invented by these brilliant people.” Toci snorted. “It’s amazing how the Aztec predicted the end of the world. I went to a presentation by Dr. Tidewell on August sixth, 2049. Do you know what is so fortuitous about that day?”


“No,” Sarah said.


“The Sun Stone,” Toci said, “predicts the end of the world on a 4-Ollin day. And then technology and abuse of scientific power ends the world on a 4-Ollin day: August sixth, 2049. And with an earthquake, as foretold! So, you see, there’s nothing to return to. And I have these people to save.” Her tone became clipped, like she was running out of patience.


“But if you save the Aztec—”


“The Mexica.”


“Right, sorry. If you stop Cortés—even though what he does is an atrocity, yes—then billions of other people will never be born.” Sarah put her hand to her chest, making the implication clear that this affected her personally. 


Sarah’s patience was growing thin. The goblet that held the xocolatl had a heft to it. Maybe a good knock on the head and they could drag Toci out of here. 


And all the way to Lightning Tree Hill, where the portal could take them back to the future? That sounded like a foolish plan.


“Who’s to say whose life is worth more?” Toci stood. “Are you saying you are more deserving than these people? Than my children?”


“That’s not for us to decide,” Sarah said, standing also.


“Yes,” Toci said, stepping closer to Sarah to peer down at her. “Yes, it is. And isn’t that what you’re doing by saying you want to save me? Aren’t you really just trying to save yourself?” She squinted. “You’re saying that you want to save a murderer, Cortés, and doom me and my children to death. Selfish.”


Sarah bit her cheek. This was not easy. And Toci kind of had a point.


“I almost disappeared,” John said. “We tried to change history, and it almost wiped me out of existence. If you change things here, you could be doing the same thing to yourself, maybe your children too. Who knows the effect you’ll have?”


“Maybe that is how it is meant to be. Ollin is a day of movement, of change, of rebirth. Often associated with earthquakes, but I believe it’s something more fundamental than that. A transmutation, a metamorphosis, the dawn of a new era. A day when preconceptions and assumptions are destroyed. A chance to start over.”


Sarah took a step back. Toci had a wild look in her eyes. Sarah felt John grab at the back of her dress.


“There was an earthquake,” John muttered. “But that alone is not what caused the malfunction. It was the solar flare that sent the Ra device haywire. A solar flare. Electromagnetic interference.”


“Science,” Sarah said. John’s rational statement gave her a boost of support. She straightened her back and stared at Toci.


“And the Sun Stone you studied,” Sarah continued, emboldened. “It was carved by a man who was documenting your words of so-called prophecy. You are the author of the Sun Stone.”


Toci squinted again, her eyes moving back and forth as she processed what Sarah had said. “No. You lie.” Her hand went to her mouth. “That can’t be.”


“Yes!” Sarah shouted. “You need to understand that you are changing history. You already have. The Sun Stone accurately predicts the end of the world because you are the one who told these people about that day.”


“No,” Toci said again. 


“It’s okay,” John said. “We can still fix it.” He held up the leather strap, dangling the amulet of the eye of Ra.


Toci raised her eyes and dropped her hand from her mouth, her fingers shaking. A calm came over her, and she sighed. 


Then in a flash, her hand shot toward John’s chest.


Before Sarah realized what was happening, Toci had ripped the necklace from John’s neck.


“Hey! That’s mine!” John reached for the eye of Ra in Toci’s grasp, but she yanked it out of his reach.


Toci backed up and shouted for her soldiers, who appeared in an instant and held John and Sarah back away from Toci.


“I’m sorry, but this is another fortuitous event,” Toci said. “You brought me the key to stopping Cortés.” She held up the amulet and smiled, with that wild look in her eyes.


“Don’t you see?” Sarah shouted. “You’re doomed if you succeed. You won’t exist! You’ll disappear!”


Toci pulled up her sleeve to reveal her inner forearm and the tattoo of a woman with a radiant crown. It reminded Sarah briefly of the crown of Sol Invictus, like the one worn by the Statue of Liberty. Though this one was more rounded, the symbolism seemed the same.


“I am Toci. My name literally means ‘grandmother,’ associated with Coatlicue, the mother of all gods. It is my destiny to protect these people as a mother would.” Toci chuckled like she couldn’t believe the luck. “And you have delivered to me the surefire way to do just that.”


Toci held up the pendant in the torchlight. 


Sarah struggled, but the eagle warrior restraining her barely flinched. 


This could not be happening. She’d been too flippant, expected this mission to be too easy. 


A man came running into the room, breathing heavily. “I have news!”


Toci lowered the pendant and blinked. “What?”


“Giant floating houses, as you foresaw, in the bay at Tabasco.”


“It’s him. He’s here.” Toci clutched the eye of Ra in her fist and looked at John. “You will come with me and teach me how to use this.”


“And the girl?” the soldier holding Sarah asked.


Toci seemed to contemplate this. “Keep her here until we return.”


“No!” Sarah screamed. The soldier pulled her back. “John!”


“We must stop Cortés before he rallies the other tribes against Motecuhzoma,” Toci said. “That is how he overthrew Tenochtitlan with such a small force of his own Spaniards.”


“Yes, Grandmother,” the eagle warriors said in unison. 


“Shall I alert the Huey Tlatoani?” one asked. 


“No,” Toci snapped. “We must act in secret to save him from himself. Motecuhzoma will welcome Cortés into this palace and that will be the beginning of his downfall. If we act quickly, we can stop this tragedy before it ever begins.”


“If we leave now, we can probably intercept Cortés in Olinalan,” the messenger said.


Olinalan. The name sounded familiar. Wasn’t that the name of the town in the jungle where they’d first met Ome and Huitzi? Near Lightning Tree Hill?


“Then we go now.” Toci grabbed John by the arm and pulled him away.


The eagle warrior dragged Sarah in the opposite direction. She kicked and screamed, but the soldier’s firm grip held her tight. 


Looking back to John, she saw him staring at the pendant, being pulled away by Toci, and she wondered if she’d ever see her brother again.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




A Difficult Choice







JOHN

John couldn’t take his attention off the eye of Ra, swinging in Toci’s fist. He lunged for it, but Toci pulled it out of his reach. Then Sarah and Toci said some things, but he barely heard. Then a man rushed in to announce something, and Toci gripped John by the elbow, and Sarah screamed. And the whole time John’s eyes never left the pendant. 


His pendant. 


His eye of Ra.


They were leaving Sarah behind and going to Olinalan. 


Toci’s grip loosened, and John took the opportunity to escape. With a twist, he wriggled free of her grasp and lurched away. But he couldn’t run without the amulet. He stopped and turned.


“You can’t go home without this,” Toci said. 


Sarah screamed again, and John looked back. An eagle soldier pulled Sarah past a floor-to-ceiling gap in the wall open to the night air. They moved toward a doorway; John might never see her again. He looked back to the pendant. It tugged at him.


“Make a choice,” Toci said. “Go with your sister or stay with the Ra device.”


John gulped hard. He had one second to make a choice, though he knew what he wanted to do. Sarah would understand, right? She’d want him to go for the necklace. Right?


John made his final decision.


He grit his teeth, and though it took a force of will, he turned his back on the pendant and ran toward his sister. John plowed into the soldier at the knee and stomped on his foot, making the man stagger and let go of Sarah. Sarah thumped the eagle warrior on the back, but John knew that wouldn’t do any real harm.


John spun out of reach of the soldier’s arms, then grabbed Sarah by the shoulders. “Jump!” 


When she looked out the floor-to-ceiling window and hesitated, John gave her a shove.


The soldier had regained his posture, but watching John push his sister out the window stopped the man in his tracks, dumbfounded. 


John smiled at him, then jumped out too.
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The distance to the angled wall of stone below was farther than he’d guessed, but it was still close enough that the landing didn’t break his leg. Still, the slant came hard, and he walloped into it with a burst of air from his lungs.


Then he tumbled and slid down the steep incline straight into a giant bush of flowers and right on top of Sarah.


John moaned and held his side. Sarah punched him in the shoulder. 


“Don’t ever do that again!” she yelled.


“Ow!” John cried.


“There!” Above them, the eagle warrior perched in the window. In the dark of the night, with the dim backlight from a torch within the room behind him, the man looked like some giant bird of prey preparing to swoop down on them like they were carrion.


“We gotta go,” John said. When he leaned forward, his ribs ached and he groaned.


“Wait,” Sarah said, pointing up.


Toci appeared at the window. “You can’t leave without this!” She held the pendant aloft. Then to her soldier, she said, “We can’t waste another minute. We need to leave now to stop Cortés.”


With that, Toci and her eagle warrior disappeared.


A headache burst like thunder in John’s temples. He lay flat against the rock to catch his breath. The moon shone bright and the stars twinkled overhead. He thought of what Ome had said, about Coyolxauhqui and her four hundred star warriors.


“How’d you know that sloped wall would save us?” Sarah asked, lying back alongside him. 


“I didn’t,” John said with a laugh.


Sarah thumped him again in the shoulder. 


“Ow, stop that. It was an educated guess. When we got here, I noticed some of the palace walls were sloped. Like a temple. I took a chance.”


Sarah stood and dusted herself off. She rotated her wrist like she’d fallen on it. “We need to go after them. Come on, up.”


John gave her a look.


“Yes, come on. They’re getting away. And with the Ra device too.” Sarah kicked him in the leg, more a nudge than meant to hurt. 


“Aren’t you scared?” he asked.


“Of course! But I do it anyway.” She turned to go.


“Sometimes that voice of reason can provide balance so you’re not just wildly acting without thinking, you know.”


She turned to face him and put her hands on her hips. “Like shoving me out a three-story window?”


John grinned. “Right.”


He leaned forward and stretched his back. His ribs ached, but he could breathe, so he didn’t think there was permanent damage. No punctured lung or broken bones. Just some bruising, hopefully.


They jogged toward the front entrance of the palace. 


“I hope they went this way,” Sarah said.


“And what do we do when we find them?” John asked.


Sarah took a few more strides. “We’ll, uh, we’ll tackle Toci. Get the pendant. Yeah. Then zap ourselves and Toci outta here.”


“But we’re not near a portal like Lightning Tree Hill,” John said. He looked around. “At least, I don’t think we are. How would we know? Who knows where we’d end up?”


“We weren’t at Lightning Tree Hill when you took us back to the cave in Colorado. How’d you do that?”


“I think it was because it was an event in my own story line. I could imagine it clearly. I don’t know if I can jump from just anywhere to the future. I don’t know it well enough.”


“But you’ve been to HQ, right?” Sarah asked. She had a point. Didn’t that make it part of his story line now? Kinda? 


They neared the corner of the wall and slowed down, hearing voices. They crept closer and hid. John peeked out and saw Toci with a large group of soldiers. Some were her eagle warriors, but others were dressed in the skins of jaguars, the heads still intact with huge fangs framing the soldiers’ faces. In the dark, with spotted camouflage, torches lighting up their faces—


“Freaky,” John said. “And there’s no way we can get to Toci among all those soldiers.”


One of the soldiers near Toci issued a command, and the group set out. 


Sarah smacked her palm against the rock in frustration. “They’re getting away.”


“I have an idea,” John said. “We follow them to Olinalan. That’s where Lightning Tree Hill is too.”


“Then what?” Sarah asked, throwing her arms in the air. “How are we going to get Toci to the portal spot? How will we get the Ra device?” She was talking a bit too loud. 


John pulled Sarah down behind the rock wall right when one of the soldiers turned around, his torch whizzing in a semicircle as he scanned the darkness. John held his breath. When he peeked again, the soldier had given up and moved to catch up with his army.


“I don’t know, Sarah. We’ll think of something together.”


Sarah sighed. “Like we always do.” She pounded her fist in her palm. 


John nodded, and they both took off.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Cortés







SARAH

Sarah watched with a swirl of emotions as her brother crouched and moved between trees in the moonlight. Sometimes, she wanted nothing but distance from him, more freedom, more independence to make her own decisions without having to consider his feelings. But right now, she was slightly embarrassed to admit it felt good to have John making the decisions for them both. It was hard being the older sibling and always being seen as the one who should have their act together. How would you like to learn that you grow up to become a doctor of physics or something and invent a machine that destroys the universe? For real? 


Restore the past, save the future. It was heavy! 


As she flitted from tree to tree, she could hardly believe she was following a group of highly skilled and experienced warriors into the forest on a full moon night. Looking again at her brother, she couldn’t help but feel grateful she had John here to help her out, to share this burden. And adventure. It was both a burden and an adventure, yes, but right now it felt only like a pretty daunting challenge. 


Double black diamond ski slopes were challenging too, but at least there was only one direction to go: down. This wasn’t quite as straightforward.


“How are we gonna get the pendant from Toci?” Sarah whispered to John. They kept enough distance that they weren’t in danger of being overheard. “And why aren’t they stopping to sleep?” 


She yawned.


John caught the yawn. “Maybe we won’t have to. We can tell her how to trace it, but not how to really use it.”


“Huh?”


“We won’t tell her about how to set the destination. We’ll do it, we’ll pick the place.” John tapped his temple.


“Ah, right, our minds control the device. We’ll think of where we want to go without telling her about how that part of it works. She’ll think she’s controlling it, but we’ll be driving.” 


She liked it, but— “What happens if she’s thinking of someplace too?”


John put his hand to his chin for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”


Sarah flashed back to—was it yesterday? No, this morning?—when she slipped on the bridge crossing the river in Aunt Lorraine’s backyard. She’d nearly taken a swim. She acted fast, held on, and would have pulled herself up, but the quickness with which John had reacted . . . He was by her side in a flash. 


She looked at her brother and smiled, almost spurting a random “I love you.” But then John suddenly stopped, interrupting her sentimental feeling, and that was just as well.


“Looks like they’re setting up camp for the night,” he said.


“Finally, I’m exhausted.” 


“And I’m starving,” John said. “We don’t have any food, and this is a multiday journey.”


“Yeah, my stomach is rumbling too. Maybe we can find some food in the forest tomorrow.”


“I hope so.” John rubbed his stomach. “Good thing it’s warm here. We wouldn’t want a fire tonight.”


Sarah peered into the forest. “Though it might be nice to keep the critters away. I guess we should take turns at watch in case the army moves. Here.” She handed John a stick as thick as a club. “For defense from the critters.”


“Okay, then. I guess I’ll take first—”


Crack.


They swiveled their heads toward the sound behind them.


Two silhouettes edged toward a slant of moonlight not yet illuminating their faces.


Sarah and John stood, John holding the stick in front of him. “Hold it!”


“Shh,” a girl’s voice said. Then Ome stepped into the moon’s spotlight shining through a hole in the canopy. Huitzi stepped next to her. He had his knife in his fist.


Sarah put her hand out to pull John back as she stepped away. “We don’t want a fight. Just leave us alone,” she whispered. 


She spun her head back toward the warrior camp. It was far enough away that no one heard her, but this situation was not looking good. They were sandwiched between Toci’s group and these kids. 


If they had to make a run for it, either to the side or through the kids was probably the safer bet.


Perhaps sensing her thoughts, Huitzi said, “We could easily yell and you’d be surrounded.”


Sarah connected eyes with John. “Run?”


“What he’s trying to say,” Ome said, hands out, “is that we could have done that, but we didn’t. We’re here to help.”


“Help us?” Sarah asked, pausing in her steps.


“Yes,” Ome said.


“And our mother.” Huitzi pointed to the camp. “I can fight. I’m old enough.”


“We’re here for the adventure,” Ome said, tapping her brother on the shoulder. “We heard everything. When we were supposed to go to bed, we listened from the hallway. If our mother hadn’t sounded so convinced about your travels in time, we certainly wouldn’t be.”


“So why don’t you go catch up with your mom?” John asked, the club still cautiously in front of him.


Ome snorted. “We’d be in big trouble if we were caught disobeying our mother. We all share a secret tonight.” She smiled.


Sarah pushed John’s weapon down. “I think she’s telling the truth, John.”


Huitzi swung a leather satchel around from his back. It startled John, who raised his club again, but Huitzi only pulled out a corn husk. He offered it to John. 


“Tortillas and jerky.”


The club thumped to the ground and John snatched the food. 


Ome offered a gourd. “Water?”


“Thank you,” Sarah said. A slight grin crossed her lips. 


She took the next bundle Huitzi offered and sat to enjoy the meal with their new friends.
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The steady march back to Olinalan took less time than their original journey away from it. The warriors kept up such a steady jog that Sarah and John almost got left behind. Ome and Huitzi slid through the forest as lithely as jungle deer, bouncing over fallen trunks and around large-leafed plants. Sarah considered herself in pretty darn good shape, but this exercise was relentless.


Finally, one morning after a brief jaunt, they slowed when the path widened. The village was near. The warriors ahead crouched and became nearly invisible in the flora of the jungle. 


“Over there,” Ome said, pointing to an embankment of mossy earth. 


Lined up and on their bellies, they peered over the top of the mound. The view had a good line of sight into the village square, but they were neatly hidden in the shadows of the jungle canopy.


“What are those?” Huitzi pointed to a few chestnut-colored horses tied to a tree and grazing.


“The horses?” John whispered.


“I’ve never seen them,” Huitzi said.


“Cortés brought them,” Sarah filled in. She remembered this from class. Horses were introduced to the Americas by Cortés and his conquistadores. “They brought sixteen on their original journey.”


“And there’s only three there,” John pointed out. “Where’s everyone else?”


Sarah looked at him. “Think it’s a trap?”


At that moment, Toci stood with a few of her soldiers. She strode confidently into the village, her beautiful robes flowing, jaguar soldiers flanking her sides. The way the jaguars stalked in a crouch—Sarah could see how easily you could mistake one for a real terrifying predator.


“I demand to speak to Hernán Cortés!” Toci shouted from the middle of the village. “Show yourself!”


John shivered next to Sarah. “Oh man, this is tense.”


The village was eerily quiet. Smoke rose from a few of the huts—cooking fires, no doubt, and an indication that people were here, hiding just like they were.


A moment later, Cortés appeared. He looked kind of like a tin medieval knight on the top half, and as if he’d forgotten his armor on the bottom half. The curved arc of his helmet, like a crescent moon, held a tall fluffy feather. The early-morning sun flashed on the silver breastplate. Metal wrapped his arms. Below his waist, he wore a thing like shorts or a kilt, but puffier. His legs were covered in dark gray tights and tall black boots. From his leather belt, a thin scabbard swung from his side. He leaned on it heavily.


He had to be extremely warm. His eyes drooped, either from the heat or the exhaustion of their trek. Probably both. Sarah was sweating in only a thin dress. This man appeared to be wearing multiple layers, not to mention solid metal armor over his torso and arms. Didn’t they wear leather underneath their armor? Sarah wiped her brow, imagining the stifling fashion in this humidity.


On cue, Cortés removed a handkerchief from his belt and dabbed at his scruffy beard. Then he blew his nose into the cloth. He fluffed it out with a snap of his wrist, then dabbed his forehead and wiped it across his eyes, slicking his hair back behind his ears.


“Did he just—” 


“Blow his nose in that rag and then wipe it all over his face?” Sarah finished John’s thought. “Yes, yes he did.”


“Gross.”


“I bet he reeks.”


This man didn’t look like the terrible murderer Sarah had read about in the history books. He didn’t even stand much taller than her. Sarah wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but this man didn’t seem capable of such slaughter. 


But maybe the men around him were. Behind Cortés lingered a band of what could easily be described as ragtag pirates, except they all wore some degree of heavy armor. Some carried large rifles that looked like muskets; others carried crossbows or long spears. All carried swords at their waists. All were dirty and sweaty and some bore scars.


Sarah ducked down a little farther out of instinct. Cortés’s men might look disheveled, but they also broadcast experience on the battlefield. She had no doubt most of them had killed before. But there were so few . . .


“I will give you two choices,” Toci announced. “Go back to your flotilla, leave this land, and never return.”


Cortés laughed. “My lady, where did you learn to speak such fine Spanish?”


Sarah remembered Toci’s background. Fluent in Spanish, English, and Nahuatl. Perfect for this time, this place. The idea that maybe she was meant to be here nagged at Sarah.


“Will you leave immediately?” Toci asked.


“You didn’t give the other option.” Cortés leaned on his sword.


Toci took a deep breath, then in a flash she whipped a club from under her robe. It was like a squat cricket bat, or a flat baseball bat, but with chunks of obsidian blade protruding from the edges. One hit from that bat would make you run home, for sure. If you could still run.


Cortés didn’t seem fazed, but his men took defensive postures. A crossbow ratcheted back. Spears swung down. Swords were drawn. 


Cortés dabbed at his brow, pushing his helmet back from his forehead. He gestured to his men to stand down. “You are definitely not a Spaniard. Your hospitality is atrocious.” He waved his handkerchief in the air, then tucked it back into a pocket at his belt.


“Surrender and leave, Cortés. I know why you are here and you will get no gold today or as long as I breathe.”


Cortés meandered over to a half-carved statue. The Sun Stone lay on the ground nearby. He played his fingers over the fine craftsmanship of an angry god that looked half hummingbird. 


“You speak of gold,” Cortés said.


The statue was unfinished, but Sarah admired its—


In one fell swoop, Cortés unsheathed his sword and hacked into the stone at an angle. His blade lopped off a piece only as big as a mango, but the effect of the sacrilege rippled through the jaguar warriors. Cortés looked at them, then hacked again at the statue. Then again and again.


Toci held out her arms as a silent order to her soldiers to stay back. Everyone could tell the jaguars wanted to pounce.


Cortés stopped and spat, then muttered something, pointing his sword at the statue. His dark brown hair matted to the side of his reddened face. He took a deep breath and seemed to calm himself. He wiped the hair from his cheek with the back of a gloved hand.


“M’lady, your manners are atrocious.” He picked up a lump of the statue. “I have come a long way, sent from the king of Spain and by God Almighty himself, in fact. Your false idols”—he held up a lump of the statue with the head of the god—“do not scare me. And I will not simply turn around for a woman who doesn’t even introduce herself properly. Or invite me in as a guest. I am tired and I am hot and my patience is thin. Why must you set this kind of tone for our first meeting?”


Sarah scoffed. The king of Spain hadn’t sent him. He was on the run from the state as an outlaw. His was not an official sanctioned journey. And though Cortés waved the flag of Catholicism, the only god he bowed to was one of gold and jewels and power. The lies boiled in Sarah’s heart.


And she knew that Toci knew it too.


Toci bowed her head, obviously trying to contain her anger.


Sarah watched Toci, willing her to act. The woman did not look fearful at all after Cortés’s display. In fact, she appeared stronger, emboldened, like his act of rage had solidified her beliefs and given justification to what she was about to do. 


Her lips were tight, her head turned down but her eyes locked on Cortés. She held the wicked bat at an angle in front of her. The way Toci carried herself so firm in the face of such terror—Sarah felt, what was it? Respect, pride? Inspiration.


Sarah inched up the embankment. This woman was what she wanted to be. Independent, strong, sure of herself despite heavy challenge. Sarah wanted to scream for her to go! Go!


“We need to do something, Sarah.” It was John, pulling Sarah from her thoughts. “We can’t let Toci fight Cortés. What if she and her army win? Or, what if they lose? We can’t let this battle happen.”


John must have felt it too. The electric power of Toci’s stance. Her jaguar warriors regained their composure and looked ready to attack the moment Toci made the command. 


“My mother has a surprise,” Ome said. “We’ll win.”


“Or die trying,” Huitzi added. Sarah saw he had his knife out and was crouched at the edge of their hiding place, ready to join the fight. She hadn’t noticed before, but a green gem sparkled in the hilt of the dagger.


“Sarah, we have to stop her,” John pleaded. He picked up a rock and leaned back, ready to toss it.


“But what if she’s right, John?” She put her hand on his arm, preventing him from throwing the rock.


John squinted. “What are you talking about? She’s playing a god herself by trying to control history. Sarah, we have to stop her. Restore the past, save the future, right? Sarah? You with me?”


He was right. So why couldn’t she do anything but stare at Toci?
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CHAPTER NINETEEN




A Great Battle







JOHN

John couldn’t believe what he’d heard from Sarah. Was she out of her mind? Rooting for Toci in this fight? He slammed the rock in his fist into the earth.


Of course, she hadn’t been the one to almost disappear. She didn’t know what it felt like to almost fade out of existence. Remembering the otherworldly transparency of it gave John the shivers. He didn’t want to experience that spooky breezy feeling ever again.


Cortés advanced toward Toci. Then Toci swung her weapon with such lightning speed, her quickness surprised Cortés. Even though he swerved enough to save his own head, the blade caught him on the cheek and his blood sprayed onto Toci’s robe.


Cortés staggered backward, his hand to his face. Toci let him retreat; she simply sneered like a wild animal. Cortés looked at her predator’s grin, then the crimson on his fingers. He frowned as if Toci had breached some sacred unspoken principle.


Toci nodded her head and gestured for Cortés to attack her, like she was finally getting what she’d wanted all these years, goading him into battle. As if she’d waited all this time in Tenochtitlan for this exact moment. The moment she would change history.


John stood on the mound and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Toci, you can’t! You have to run! You’ll doom us all!”


The whole crowd, both the Spaniards and the Mexica, swung their heads toward John like starlings in a murmuration.


John gulped.


Then Cortés yelled, “Attack!” and lunged with a broad swipe of his sword. 


Toci spun to evade the dangerous blade, and it only sliced through the fabric of her swishing robe. 


A crossbow bolt soared through the scene. It missed Toci, but slammed into a jaguar warrior, who went down. The other jaguars leapt into action, using their atlatl sticks to launch spears at the Spaniards.


The spears passed crossbow bolts zinging through the air.


A loud BOOM ripped through the scene like thunder. Or a cannon. 


A cannon? John thought. No, not a cannon. He saw a man with a musket rifle-like thing. The barrel was so long that it required a stick with a U-shaped top to hold it up.


John hadn’t seen whether the bullet hit anyone, but the effect of the thunderous smoky blast intimidated the jaguar warriors, who cowered. 


But only for a moment. 


After the initial shock wore off, the jaguars bravely continued their assault. John couldn’t imagine the training required to so loyally ignore such fearsome weapons.


A spear impaled the leg of the Spaniard who had fired the gun, and he toppled over, the long barrel collapsing with him. Another spear glanced off the steel helmet of Cortés.


John winced at how close that spear had been. This battle would have been over. How close!


The jaguars fully regained their composure and, with their knives and sharp obsidian-lined clubs, sprinted toward their foes.


The Spaniards nearest Cortés drew swords and stood firm for the defense. Soldiers behind them lowered spears to create a barrier to slow the attacking Mexica.


Suddenly John startled from a nearby holler. Huitzi ran charging into the fray. Coming from the side of the battle, he had a less heavily fortified path toward Cortés. Armed with his dagger, he moved as quick as a fox, darting this way and that, dodging the jab of a spear, deflecting the swing of a sword. 


A Spaniard laden in heavy armor raised his sword with both hands, but before he sliced down, Huitzi stabbed twice into the man’s unguarded armpit and moved past. The man staggered, his arm tucked tight to his chest, swiping wildly with his uninjured arm at Huitzi behind him. Huitzi ducked easily, then conked the man on the head with the hilt of his knife, and the big man fell. 


Huitzi was on to his next contest.


John wanted to shout, but he knew his voice would be lost in the tumult of war cries, clanging metal, and deafening booms. If only he could get to Toci . . .


Then what? Convince her to retreat? 


He could barely see her anymore, surrounded by the battle, but the last he’d witnessed, she was obviously determined to stop Cortés. Here and now. 


John felt similarly. Not about stopping Cortés, but about doing something here and now. If he didn’t do something, didn’t act— 


“John, down!” Sarah yanked him into the dirt. The zing of a crossbow bolt whizzed inches from his head.


“Consider that repayment for saving me at the creek,” Sarah said.


John didn’t respond. That arrow was a reminder that he could die here today. But if he didn’t try to stop this battle, then the whole world could die too.


He got onto all fours, not sure what he would do exactly, but knowing he had to do something.


Ome was next to John, the purple streak in her hair whipping back and forth as she searched the battle. 


“Huitzi!” Ome screamed to her brother. Then, more to herself than to John: “I have to help him.” 


She said it again as she prepared to sprint. “I have to help him.”


John knew she would go, and he watched her fly away. 


Wait, that’s what he’d do: he’d stick with Toci’s kids.


Toci would do anything to protect her own children, wouldn’t she? John would show her that the only way to keep them all safe was to stop this fight and to run for their lives. He readied himself to run.


Suddenly, Sarah was tugging on his sleeve. “John, I have an idea!”


About to launch after Ome, John hesitated. “What?”


“We travel back. To when we first arrived.”


John watched Ome gaining distance. “Back?”


“Yeah, like a reset.”


“A reset.” John’s chest was heaving. He was about to run straight into a vicious battle of swords and death and danger. He blinked, and sweat dripped from his brows.


“Reset. Do-over. We wait for this battle to end. Get the eye of Ra from Toci. Then travel back to Lightning Tree Hill when we first arrived. And try again. Something different. We failed this time; let’s just try again.”


“Like a video game?”


Sarah puffed air from her nostrils. “Yeah, like a video game.”


“But then we’d have that whole melding-into-our-own-bodies thing. That didn’t feel right.” He pointed to the gray hair at her temple.


Sarah sighed and bit her lip. Her eyes strayed to the fight. “There’s a price to pay, but we’d get a do-over.”


“We can’t give up,” John said. He shook his fists. What could they do now? Here and now?


John watched a jaguar warrior hurl a spear from the back of the battle. It arced up, and John’s eye strayed to a blue patch of sky through the canopy.


A bird with broad multicolored wings broke the solid canvas and with it, John’s attention. The bird was—John paused.


It’s beautiful. Like the sparkly bride across from the heads on stakes.


Even in this moment of horror and bloodshed and hopelessness, John felt a fire in his chest. No, they couldn’t give up. Not yet.


“Breathe, John.” It was Sarah. She was holding his shoulders, and he realized she was right. He inhaled a big lungful.


A Spaniard yelped in shock and went down, a jaguar warrior beating the soldier with a club. The world seemed horrible again. They both existed at once: the beauty and the pain. 


“We’ll see,” John muttered, remembering the Zen story of the father, the son, and the horse.


Sarah held up his hand with hers. He hadn’t realized she was holding it. She squeezed, and he felt her pulse.


“I guess you’re right,” he said, looking Sarah in the eye. “We try again. Pay the price and try again. But we can’t be doing that a lot, I don’t think.”


“It’s a risk.”


Then shouts and pounding dirt, the sound of the battle shifting.


“Retreat!” Toci commanded, her voice rising above the din like that of a great leader.


A force of new tribesmen came screaming from behind Cortés. 


But Cortés didn’t flee or cower—he grinned. These warriors were painted in red, and they were backing up the Spaniards. How could that be?


John remembered something Toci had said: We must stop Cortés before he rallies the other tribes against Motecuhzoma. It appeared he’d already done that.


“Oh no,” Sarah muttered, her hand to her mouth.


The numbers were overwhelming. No wonder Toci had called for a retreat.


Near the back of the force jogged a man with elaborate headgear, brightly covered bird feathers fanned out above his forehead. 


“It’s Coyote,” John said.


“Isn’t he Motecuhzoma’s general?” Sarah asked.


It was clear to everyone that the Spaniards, with Coyote’s support, now had the upper hand. They were chasing the Mexica into the jungle, practically straight toward John and Sarah. 


Jaguar warriors retreated past John and Sarah’s position, leapt into the shadows of the jungle, and disappeared. 


But the Spaniards were close behind, whooping as victors.


Other jaguars were rallying around Toci, protecting her and to aid in her escape. Cortés had lost his helmet, and he had a bloody smear down the armor of his shoulder, but he moved deliberately toward Toci.


Maybe they wouldn’t have to disrupt this fight after all. Knowing that Cortés’s victory would mean death for Toci, and likely Huitzi and Ome, made John sick to his stomach.


“Let’s go,” Sarah said, her hand on John’s shoulders, trying to turn him away from the scene. But her eye caught something. John followed her gaze.


Coyote held a spear over his head, his aim directed at Toci. Toci was unaware, pushing her jaguar warriors to retreat into the forest. 


Sarah screamed, “Toci, watch out!”


At that moment, Huitzi appeared and knocked into Coyote before he hurled the spear. They tumbled to the ground and rolled and kicked and punched, then stopped. 


Only Coyote stood up.


He held an obsidian dagger, standing over the prone body of Huitzi. Then he looked again at Toci and moved toward her.


“Huitzi!” Ome appeared and ran to her brother lying in the dirt. Coyote glanced at her, but continued his steady walk toward Toci.


Toci had seen her son go down and was running toward Coyote, howling, her dark hair flying out behind her like a crow’s wing. The jaguar warriors protecting her were engaged in vicious hand-to-hand combat and no one was able to follow her.


Toci took a wild swing at Coyote, who sidestepped it and put out his foot to trip her. Toci tumbled, but rolled and was on her feet in a flash. She was now between Coyote on one side and her son and daughter on the other. John knew she would protect them with her life.


Cortés, surrounded by heavily armed soldiers all bloodied and dirty from the battle, inserted themselves between Coyote and the small guard of jaguar warriors left behind.


“Good,” Cortés said to Coyote. “You finish her and I’ll finish them.” Cortés pointed to the group of six jaguars.


The jaguars pounced on the Spaniards and the terrible fight continued. Slashing, clubbing, shouts, and cries. It was horrible, and John tasted acrid bile in his throat.


The Spaniards pushed the jaguars farther away from Toci. The jaguars tried to pierce the line, but every attempt met with resistance.


“Run,” Toci ordered her jaguars. “Go to Motecuhzoma. Warn him of the traitor Coyote.”


The jaguars hesitated only a moment, then followed her command and slipped into the jungle. Cortés and his men followed.


John and Sarah were left with Toci, her kids, and the warrior Coyote determined to kill them all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY




The Plan to Save Them All







SARAH

Sarah watched Cortés and his men leave, dashing into the forest to chase the last of the jaguar warriors. 


Ome held Huitzi, his face pale. 


Sarah looked back to Toci, could practically feel the pendant of the eye of Ra around her neck. 


Reset. They had to get that necklace and reset. 


Don’t do anything rash until then.


Coyote and Toci bobbed back and forth, each swiping at the other. 


“I always knew you were a snake, Coyote,” Toci said. “But I never thought you’d slither so low as to be a traitor to your people. You know this is how Cortés wins, right? He can’t be trusted. He’ll turn on you as soon as he gets what he wants.”


Coyote laughed. “You have it backward, seer of Motecuhzoma. It is we who will turn on him once we have overthrown your puppet.”


“Why? Why are you doing this?”


Coyote bared his fanglike teeth. “You know better than me? You are worse than him.” He spit.


“What are you talking about?” Toci spoke like she genuinely cared. Her battle was with Cortés, not with the Mexica. 


Sarah could empathize with her pain. Toci had thought they were going to win, to change history, then a sudden twist and now here she was, with her son dying, or dead. Her forces scattered and a traitor in her midst. Sarah’s heart hurt for her.


Coyote continued, “We are tired of Motecuhzoma’s foolish policies spreading our armies thin, tired of him wasting our resources on zoos and palaces. The people grow restless and it’s only a matter of time until he is overthrown. The villages have been subjugated by Motecuhzoma for far too long. I will lead the people.”


“And you think Cortés is going to help your people?” Toci laughed a single “Ha!”


“I am wiser than you assume, Grandmother. Once Cortés and his thunder sticks have helped us take back our rightful lands, we will send his heart to Huitzilopochtli in gratitude for what he sent us.” 


Coyote lunged at Toci with the knife in his right hand. She dodged, but Coyote brought his left fist into her gut. She doubled over, the wind knocked out of her.


Sarah caught a blur to her left as a rock sailed into Coyote’s back, bouncing off harmlessly. She looked to her side. John had thrown it. Like from the cave of Mithras in the Alps at those Roman legionaries.


Sarah quickly grabbed a stone and chucked it at the general too. It smacked him in the thigh.


Coyote turned to stare at them, not at all impressed by their bravery. Toci still hunched over, struggling for breath, but she seemed to be examining something on the ground. She leaned forward.


“Uh, what now?” Sarah asked John.


Coyote took two steps toward John and Sarah, his sharpened teeth visible.


Sarah took a step back too. Could she run?


Then Coyote faltered midstride and arched his back as if stretching, but with a look of surprise. As he turned around toward Toci, away from John and Sarah, Coyote clutched at his upper back where a dagger had been sunk to the hilt. A green gem sparkled in the handle. It was Huitzi’s dagger that Toci had used on Coyote.


Toci kicked the wounded Coyote in the chest, and he went down. He squirmed for a few seconds, clawing at the dirt, trying to get at Toci. Then he collapsed, unconscious.


Toci spun and ran toward her children. She knelt, and Ome transferred Huitzi into his mother’s arms. 


Sarah went to them. John followed. A moment before, Sarah was about to turn her back on these people. How could she have even considered that?


Huitzi’s breaths were shallow, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. 


“What are you doing here?” Toci cried into her son’s shoulder.


“Fighting. For. You.” Huitzi panted between words. He winced and held his side. John noticed the dirt had caked over a wound, but it couldn’t stanch the blood. “For. Our. People.”


“No, no,” Toci cried. “We had a plan!” she screamed into the sky. “Coyote was a surprise, but I knew Cortés wouldn’t surrender. I know his tactics. Once they’re in the jungle and can’t fire their guns or use their horses or gather in formation—”


Horrible screams burst from within the forest. Cries for mercy, then silence.


“The eagle warriors,” Ome said.


John remembered they’d left the temple with groups of both jaguar and eagle warriors, but where were the eagle ones now?


“The eagle warriors,” Toci said. “They were waiting in the trees. The jaguars led the Spaniards into a trap. Our eagles fell down on them from above. The battle is over. Cortés is dead.”


Sarah exhaled a sigh of relief that simultaneously twisted her gut. She’d wished for this battle to end. And, she felt some odd guilt to admit, she hadn’t wanted Toci to lose. Cortés did not deserve his fate as victor over these people. And yet, with Toci the winner, that meant she and John had failed in their mission to restore the past. Which meant the future—


Nothing was ever simple.


But she didn’t have to think about it anymore because at that moment, Huitzi started coughing and gagging.


Sarah looked away. John wiped at the sweat beaded on his forehead and cheeks. 


Sarah glanced again at Huitzi. He’d be okay. She knew he would. He had to be.


Wait, she was okay. Sarah felt her own body. And John was okay too. 


She yanked John aside. “John, we’re okay.”


John squinched his brow. “How can you say that right now?”


“Look at yourself. You’re not disappearing.” She poked him in the shoulder.


John sighed. 


“Maybe this is one of those things. You know, the ‘We’ll see’ story? They said that sometimes little things make a big difference, and sometimes they don’t. If we’re not fading away, maybe the future is not lost, even with Cortés gone. Maybe—”


“Now that we’re here, it’s a lot harder not to interfere,” John said, nodding at Huitzi.


“That’s what I’m saying,” Sarah said, excited. “What’s done is done and we’re not gone, so I think we should try to save Huitzi too. We have that power, John.” She licked her lips and swallowed.


John shook his head. “Toci has the eye of Ra. I don’t know, Sarah. We were supposed to stop Toci, not help her. Look what’s happened!” John gestured to the forest, where they’d heard the screams. She knew he was implying Cortés’s death shouldn’t have happened.


Sarah crossed her arms. “Is it so horrible? Is what happened, Cortés being defeated, really so horrible?”


John looked at his sister as if she were suddenly a stranger. “But we’re still going to try to fix the story line, right?”


Sarah put her hand to her temple and grunted. She didn’t want to get into this debate again. “Look, all I know is, we haven’t disappeared. And Cortés is the one who doesn’t belong in this land. Even Toci belongs here more than he does. It’s clear.” Even as she said it, she knew it sounded wrong.


John only stared back at her.


“Oh, don’t look at me that way,” she said. “I don’t know.”


“Toci is more a foreigner here than Cortés, since she’s not just from a different place, but a different time. Remember, Sarah: If you could change history, should you?”


“We tried and we were too late,” Sarah said. “What’s done is done.”


We can try again, though, right?” John asked. “Reset.”


Sarah remembered her own suggestion. Could they really start this quest over like a video game back at the start of the level?


“And when we reset, we’ll go back to Lightning Tree Hill like this never happened,” John said, though it was stated more as a question.


Sarah huffed. “Yeah, not an easy answer.” She remembered the whiteboard in the lab with all the strings and connections. She remembered looking at an older version of herself as a PhD and feeling pride in what she’d accomplished, mixed with a remorse at her role in all of this mess.


She let out a shout into the treetops.


“The mission,” John said. “We haven’t failed if we can try again.”


As painful as it seemed, Sarah knew they had to keep trying. They had to stop Toci if they wanted to return to a time when their parents and Aunt Lorraine and eight billion other people weren’t wiped out of existence. 


“Just like us,” Sarah said. “It’s not natural.”


“What?” John asked.


Sarah gestured toward Toci on the ground, cradling her son. “Her presence here is not natural. Just like our presence here is not natural.”


John nodded. “I have an idea.” Then he explained his plan to Sarah as quickly as he could.
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“We can save him.” Sarah knelt next to Toci. 


The woman held Huitzi in her arms. He hung limp, unconscious. Ome stood beside her mother with her hand on her shoulder, her face turned down.


Toci looked at Sarah, then at John. Toci’s tears had carved channels in the dust on her face.


“The eye of Ra,” Sarah said.


Toci blinked as if she didn’t know what Sarah was saying.


“You stole it from us,” Sarah reminded her. “But it has the power to save your son.”


“And to stop Cortés,” John added.


Toci reached up and pulled on the leather cord tied around her neck. When the pendant caught the sun, the obsidian seemed to absorb its rays. John gave a short whimper when he saw it.


“Give it to me,” John said, reaching out.


Toci yanked it back, broken from her spell. “No.”


“Wait,” Sarah said, palms face out. “We just want to show you how to use it. We can go back in time, save your son, and stop all this.” Sarah swept her arm toward the dead jaguar warriors and Spaniards strewn on the battlefield.


After a hefty puff through her nose, Toci gazed at her son, smoothed his wet hair, and asked, “How?”


John looked at Sarah, and she saw the hope in his eye. Maybe their plan would work.


“We’ll go back before Huitzi was stabbed, back to stop Cortés before he even lands his boats,” Sarah said. 


“Give the pendant to us and we’ll show you,” John said.


“No.” Toci spoke sternly. “Tell me how.”


A tense silence as Sarah and John exchanged glances. They had to make their hesitance convincing.


“Okay,” Sarah finally said. “Tell her, John.”


“You trace it.”


“Trace it?” Toci asked.


“Run your finger over the brow, around the almond-shaped eye, down the line with the curlicue finish, then down the line with the knifelike edge.” John said it like a mantra, his eyes closed and finger tracing a phantom design in midair.


“It’s like a passcode to trigger the Ra device,” Sarah explained.


Toci set her son’s head lovingly in her lap so she could use both of her hands. She held the pendant and traced the eye of Ra.


Nothing happened.


“But you have to be at the portal,” John said.


Toci sneered. “I don’t like being tricked.”


“There’s no trick.” John was a little too quick to reply.


“No trick, Toci,” Sarah repeated. “Follow us to the portal.”


“Where is it?”


“That way.” John pointed toward the giant tree with the charred top at the crest of the nearby hill. Sarah thought for a second he might reveal the exact location, but he held to the plan. Neither mentioned Lightning Tree Hill.


At that moment, they heard a grunt, and all eyes went to Coyote. He was alive and pulling himself to his knees. 


Then, at the edge of the forest, Cortés emerged. His helmet was missing and his arm was hanging limp at his side, but he was alive.


“No,” Toci said through clenched teeth.


“Follow us,” Sarah said. “Quickly. For Huitzi.”


Toci kept her eyes locked on Cortés. She stood, holding her limp boy in her arms.


Toci stiffened her back and sniffed away her tears. “Take us to the portal.”


They ran.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




An Artifact Returned







JOHN

John couldn’t understand why Cortés and Coyote didn’t pursue them, but when he looked back, the two men were only watching them go. That didn’t slow down John’s legs from pumping as hard as they could.


When they reached the crest of Lightning Tree Hill, John stopped and put his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. He turned to see Toci lay Huitzi down gently in a bed of grass. She flopped her body next to his. Her son was no small boy, and the hike-run carrying him must have been exhausting, but Toci never said a word. Nor did Ome. And so John and Sarah had been silent too. It was like a funeral procession marathon race.


Now, if their plan worked, everything would be restored. Restore the past, save the . . . past?


If their plan worked . . .


John sighed. “Here it is.”


Toci looked around at the jungle, the matted weeds, the charred tree above. She pointed up. “Did you do that?”


John grinned. “No. It was like that when we got here.”


“Where’s the portal?”


“It’s here, trust us,” Sarah said.


“I want to, but that’s hard.”


Sarah put out her hand.


“What’s this?” Toci asked.


“We have to be touching each other,” Sarah replied. “So the power can flow through us.”


John took Sarah’s hand on one side and Ome’s on the other. They all connected to form a ring, including Huitzi. 


“We have to leave this version of Huitzi,” Sarah said. “We’ll find him before this, when he’s still alive.”


Toci opened her mouth to say something, but shut her jaw, perplexed.


“Time travel is very confusing,” John said.


“You better not be playing tricks on me,” Toci said, pain in her voice. But she relented. She kissed her son on the forehead, then entered the ring of hands again.


Toci had a hand on each shoulder, her own hands free so she could trace the eye.


But when she did so, nothing happened.


“Well,” John said. “That’s not—”


“Try it again,” Sarah said.


Toci traced it again, then again, but got the same result: nothing. She closed her eyes, and John wasn’t sure if she was getting ready to explode on them or break down into more tears.


Either way, this was not part of the plan. “Sarah?”


Sarah shrugged.


Think, John, think. Why wouldn’t it work for Toci? Yes, they had intentionally not told her how to control the target location. Who knows where Toci would picture in her mind and take them? No, John and Sarah needed to be in control of that. So they’d think of the target while Toci was the one who did the tracing. But why wasn’t it working?


Then it smacked him in the forehead. “It’s like Touch ID or something.”


“What?” Sarah asked.


“Remember? Mr. Tidewell said this is a more advanced model, more secure, that it is locked to our specific bodies so that no one else can use it. To prevent accidental usage from someone like Aten using the portal.” As John explained, he saw the realization dawn on Sarah.


She looked to Toci. “That means one of us has to trace it.” 


John held out his palm.


Toci looked to Huitzi, then at Ome, then back to John. All anger and frustration dissipated from her face. Toci suddenly appeared older than she had a moment ago. Her shoulders drooped. “Please. Please, just save my son.”


“We will,” John said, and he meant it. 


Toci placed the eye of Ra pendant in John’s hand. John felt a deep relief, the electric thrill of the pendant back in his possession. It was like he’d been forgetting or missing something all this time and was now made whole again. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, savoring the cool obsidian in his palm.


“John? Anytime now,” Sarah said. He could hear her impatience.


The four held on to one another. 


Then, with reverence, John held out the pendant in his palm and traced over the brow, around the almond-shaped eye, down the line with the curlicue finish, then down the line with the knifelike edge.


And this time, it worked.
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After the flash, John’s skin tingled. He’d done it again. Traveling to places in his own story line came easier to him. He could imagine it more clearly, more specifically, and therefore control it more accurately. 


It was dark, nighttime, the moon’s silver light illuminating the jungle. John knew exactly where they were.


“Where are we?” Toci asked, confused at the sudden, jarring jump in her perception. John knew that feeling well, but now was no time to explain. 


“Shh!” he hissed, his finger to his lips. Once they were all silent, he cocked his finger to point. “There. It’s us.”


John wasn’t sure if he’d ever get used to the odd feeling of long-lived déjà vu that accompanied seeing a different version of himself, but at least this time he knew to expect it. Ome gasped when she saw herself sleeping next to another version of John and Sarah.


Toci gasped and put her hand to her mouth when she saw Huitzi, sitting at the edge of camp, taking his turn at watch. He nicked a slender stick with a knife, whittling it in the moonlight. 


Seeing Toci’s reaction at her boy, alive and well, put a lump in John’s throat. He thought of his own dad, his mom, how they’d react if he were—


“Huitzi!” Sarah whisper-shouted.


The boy stiffened and stared in their direction. Then he put up his knife. “Who’s there?”


“It’s me, Sarah. Come here a minute.”


“Sarah?” Huitzi asked, confused. He peered back at the camp and strained his neck, squinting, trying to get a better look in the dark at whether Sarah was still lying next to John. 


“Quick, I need help.” Sarah dared to raise her voice out of the whisper. It was risky, but it got Huitzi moving. He stood.


Unfortunately, John heard movement behind them too. He spun to see a jaguar warrior craning his neck around a tree, staring straight in their direction.


Huitzi approached. “Mom?”


Toci threw her arms around him and pulled him in tight for a bear hug, tears streaming down her face. Ome ran and slammed into them.


“Oh, my boy, you’re all right.” Toci held Huitzi at arm’s length, examining his face, not sure whether to believe her eyes.


“Huitzi!” Ome shouted, much too loudly.


“What’s wrong, Mom? You’re all dirty and— Are you hurt?” He pointed to her torn robe.


Toci only laughed and pulled her son in close again, like she might never let him go. Ome joined in the joyous giggle.


“This is nice, but we gotta go.” John flipped a thumb back to the jaguar warrior who had obviously seen them.


As the warrior sounded the alarm, both his camp and the kids’ camp roused from their slumber. Everyone would see them in seconds. They had to move. Now.


“Time to go home,” Sarah said, nodding to John. She put her hands on John’s and Huitzi’s arms, creating a closed circuit among them.


The jaguar warrior launched a spear. It stuck into a tree near John’s head with a loud THWACK.


Toci spun. “Hold!” she cried. These were her warriors, after all. The soldier muttered something, obviously confused, and looked back to his own camp, where the other version of Toci was now clearly visible. The warrior loaded up another spear in his atlatl. 


“Home, John!” Sarah cried.


Another spear flew through the air right at them as John finished tracing down the line with the knifelike edge.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Back to the Beginning







SARAH

Sarah instinctively ducked as the spear flew toward her. Then the flash and she knew they’d jumped in time. She opened her eyes to see grass turf at her feet.


A ringing alarm made her duck again, nerves on edge. A bell. 


A bell?


Sarah looked up and choked with a flush of sentimental nostalgia. It was their old school in Colorado. The school bell had rung, and kids were streaming from the building like gophers being flushed from their holes.


“Where’d you bring us?” she muttered to John.


“I think—I—” John stammered.


Just then, Sarah saw John come out of the school with his best friend, Roman, bouncing a basketball. The John that had yet to travel through time. He looked so much younger, so relatively carefree. Her heart ached at the sight.


Then Sarah watched as a group of three girls, laughing with one another, rounded a corner of the building. The girl in the middle had on a bright sequined shirt, the same one Sarah had selected to wear on the last day of sixth grade.


At the curb, Mom and Dad waited in their blue Subaru Outback. Picking them up together on the last day of school was a tradition. 


“John, where’d you bring us?” Sarah asked. This was not the plan. And she remembered saying goodbye to her friends inside the hallway, not out here. Was this some alternate story line?


“Sorry,” John said in a half daze, staring at a different version of himself. The schoolkid John had an easy smile on his face as he got into the car with Mom and Dad. “I know this isn’t the ‘home’ you meant, but I guess I got distracted by the spears flying at our heads, and when I thought of home—”


“This is where your mind went.”


“Before everything.”


“Before the cave. Before we got pulled into saving the world,” Sarah said.


John sighed. “Yeah.”


Sarah heard her schoolkid self talking to Cynthia and Maxine. “Au revoir,” she said. “Goodbye" in French. 


She chuckled at herself. The simple bouncy gesture seemed so naive to her now. Like she was so worldly then. Ha.


Now, dirty, stinky, in an olive-green dress stained with blots of blood (when had that happened?), she couldn’t imagine she’d ever been that other innocent schoolkid. Everything had changed, and there was no going back. 


John put his head down, and Sarah wondered if he was having similar thoughts. “We can’t ever go back home now, can we, Sarah?”


“Home is what you make it,” Toci said. “But no, you can’t go back.”


Sarah nearly forgot Toci, Huitzi, and Ome were with them, so entranced had she been at the sight of her old school, her old friends.


“We have to finish this mission,” John said. “This.” He pointed to the blue Subaru driving away. “This is worth saving, Sarah.”


Sarah nodded, a tear welling in her eye. As lovely as it sounded to return there, she knew it could never be. She was too changed. John was too changed.


And no matter what happened to them, this story line was worth saving.
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“I see what you tried to do,” Toci said, holding her children close. “You tried to take me back to the future, back to the time where I came from originally. Isn’t that so?”


Sarah looked at John. Their plan had been uncovered. They’d tried to deceive Toci and take her away from Cortés and Tenochtitlan. 


They had also planned to reset and return to central Mexico and try something new, but with Cortés still alive, Sarah wondered if that was necessary. Maybe just by stealing Toci away, they’d completed their mission. Well, not completely yet.


“Please, take me back to the Mexica. I have to stop Cortés and that traitor Coyote. I was so close! You said you understood,” she pleaded.


“We can’t,” Sarah said softly.


Toci grabbed at John’s shirt and yanked him close. “Take us back. You have to. You can control that thing.” She looked at the pendant bouncing on John’s chest. “You can take us back.”


John held her wrists as she grasped his shirt. “I’m sorry. You don’t understand. If you stop Cortés, the whole world stops on—”


“A 4-Ollin day, I know!” Toci shook him. “I don’t care! There’s nothing past that. What matters is the people who have already lived.”


John looked to Sarah with a fierce gleam in his eyes. 


“Let us talk it over,” Sarah said. She put her hand on Toci’s shoulder. 


Toci’s eye quivered, and she kept her hold on John’s shirt.


“It’s okay,” Sarah said, patting her back.


In a huff, Toci yanked her hands away. 


John straightened his shirt and followed Sarah into the school’s ball field.


“We can’t take her back, Sarah. I’m sorry. Not gonna happen.”


“I agree.”


“You do?”


“We can’t take her back to the future. We can’t take her back to Tenochtitlan. But I have an idea.” Sarah tapped her finger on her chin. “Remember what Dr. and Mr. Tidewell said about events far enough in the past not really changing the story line?”


“Yeah . . .”





[image: ]













CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Stuck in Time







JOHN

John had a clear vision of where they wanted to go. A place Toci had described to him as “wondrous,” the birthplace of the gods. He’d never been to Teotihuacan, but he was excited to visit. Temporarily.


He opened his eyes after the flash and looked up. Stars dotted the sky, but they gleamed in different colors like gems. At his feet, tiny pools of silver undulated slowly, reflecting the sparkling lights in a peculiar way.


The dim glow outlined the silhouette of Toci staring up at the stars. She reached out and touched one, running her hand along the surface of the cave wall. 


“Remarkable,” Toci said. “It can’t be.” She looked at John, the glittering light dancing in her eyes as if she were gazing into a treasure chest.


“What is this place?” Ome asked. “It’s beautiful.”


“Is this the underworld?” Huitzi asked. “Are we dead?”


Sarah chuckled. “You were once. But not anymore.”


“Are we really there?” Toci asked. “Teotihuacan. Is this the cavern beneath the Pyramid of the Sun in Teotihuacan?”


“The people of the sun,” Ome murmured.


“Yes,” Toci said. John could hear the lump in her throat as she put her hand to her mouth.


“Would you like to meet them?” John asked.


“Yes,” Toci said, choked up. “Yes, I would.”


They walked down the dimly lit cavernous hall. The walls sparkled.


“Must be bioluminescence,” Sarah said. “To make the light.”


“And the silver pools are liquid mercury,” Toci said. “Truly magnificent.”


John let everyone get ahead of him. He stopped and chose just the right spot.


“John?” Sarah looked back. He knew she wouldn’t be able to see what he was doing, which was perfect.


“Coming!” He finished and ran to catch up. 


When they emerged from the tunnel, a huge open mall spread down to a giant temple like the Templo Mayor. The plaza was crowded with people bartering for food and other items. Toci was speechless, in wonder and awe.


“Will this do?” John asked.


Toci didn’t respond for a minute, her eyes as wide as possible to take in the scene. “Okay.” She nodded, then hugged her children.


Then she hugged John and Sarah. “Okay,” she said again. “I can live here. Thank you.” She let the tear fall down her cheek. 


Sarah nodded to John. “It’s time now.”
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For a moment, John watched Toci hug her children while watching the people mill about the plaza in the bright sun. She seemed so happy. Ome and Huitzi looked excited, enthralled to be in a different time and place. 


John thought of his own mom and dad. The last time he’d seen them, he’d hurriedly said goodbye with a hug to his mom that barely lasted a second. They dropped him off with Aunt Lorraine before heading to Mom’s interview. John had been so eager to run and play on Aunt Lorraine’s backyard trampoline, his mind had already left his parents behind. 


Now, watching Toci with her own kids, John wished he’d spent a little more time on that last hug. 


Was it our last hug?


John wished he could slow down time like Mr. Tidewell had and let Ome and Huitzi enjoy this moment a little longer, for he knew it would be over in a flash. Without quite realizing it, the pendant around his neck called to him, and he clutched it in his hand. His eyes closed, and he pictured that last hug with his mom, then the pat on the back from his dad. Why hadn’t he hugged his dad?


He willed time to slow for Ome and Huitzi’s sake, so that maybe they’d appreciate this moment instead of hurrying to the next.


Suddenly he felt a tightness in his chest like he was underwater. His ears needed to pop. The amulet warmed quickly in his hand, and he dropped it. When he opened his eyes, everyone was frozen, unmoving, like statues.


Sarah was staring straight at him in a way that sort of creeped him out. No, she was staring straight through him. Like he was transparent.


Oh no! Was it happening again? Was he fading? 


John held his hands up to check. They seemed solid enough. He clapped them together. It made an odd muffled sound. He looked back to his sister, who hadn’t moved a muscle.


What was happening?


“Sarah?” 


She had a smile on her face, and a glint in her eye from the sun reflecting off a tear. Her red hair kicked out to the side, but it wasn’t fluttering in the breeze. Her hair was solid as if she’d used a whole jar of hair gel to mold it into place.


“Sarah!” John called again, but she didn’t respond. 


He wheeled around.


In the plaza, a woman had her arm up like she’d thrown something, and sure enough, John saw a piece of green fruit suspended in midair, immobilized by some invisible force.


No. John squinted. He stepped toward the fruit and examined it closely. It was moving, albeit ever so slightly. With a finger, John pushed on it. The fruit moved an inch, easily. He’d half expected it not to give, but it glided with John’s finger with no effort at all. And when John stopped, it stopped. It didn’t carry on its forward momentum or drift like in the vacuum of space. It just stopped.


John inhaled sharply. It stopped. Everything was frozen. Frozen in time. 


No, not frozen. Slowed.


He flashed back to the auditorium when the explosion had slowed to a crawl, when Mr. Tidewell had slowed time. Had John done it too?


A flush of tingles swept over his body. 


This is so cool.


He wanted to tell Sarah. 


Okay, so now to return time to normal. How had he slowed time in the first place? He replayed his memories back to a few moments ago. He’d been thinking about mom and dad, and Ome and Huitzi appreciating this moment, and—


That’s it. He’d been holding the eye of Ra and thinking about slowing time. That must be it. Mr. Tidewell had made this device to be mind-controlled, so that had to be it. It was so simple! 


Why had Mr. Tidewell told him this was tricky? It was simple, and they sure could have used a power like this during their time trying to stop Toci.


Hm, he’d have to ask him about that.


For now, though, he couldn’t wait to tell Sarah.


John clutched the eye of Ra amulet again and willed time to resume. 


He opened his eyes. Nothing. Sarah still stared oddly into the distance.


He imagined time flowing smoothly back to normal speed like the movie of a river set back to 1x. 


He opened his eyes. No change.


John fidgeted and licked his lips. Okay, slowing time seems like it would be the hard part, not returning to normal speed.


He closed his eyes again, squeezed the amulet, and focused hard on the scene right before he’d frozen time, tried to remember exactly what they were doing and saying, anticipating what might happen next. He heard nothing, so he didn’t open his eyes and kept trying.


John remembered the sound of the plaza, remembered the feel of the breeze in his hair and the sun on his face, the smell of the spices. He took a breath but knew that he hadn’t restarted time.


He was stuck. His heart beat faster.


John was stuck in time.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Sarah Dies







SARAH

Seeing how happy Toci was with her kids made Sarah happy. A deep-down kind of happy that you feel all the way to your toes, the kind of joy you don’t really want to end. She noticed a tear in her eye and couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so overcome with her emotions.


Well, the happy ones, anyway.


She’d been so eager to seek adventure, yearning for “what’s next” that, in this moment, she realized maybe she sometimes didn’t take time to appreciate what she already had.


Sarah wanted to see her parents again. She missed them. Not in a sad or lonely way. She just felt overcome with love in her heart for her family, the family from whom she’d been trying so hard to distance herself. It was time for her to do things on her own. But, right now, she missed them.


And she certainly had been granted an abundance of independence with these quests and this darn eye of Ra. She chuckled and glanced at John, the wind pulling at her hair. 


And John. He was human just like her and therefore not perfect, but that was what made them a good team. She knew, in that moment more than ever, that she’d always be there for John too. And he would be there for her.


The emotions were hot within her and made her want to laugh at herself and cry with joy at the same time.


At that moment, her vision blurred and she—
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When Sarah breathed again, it felt like she hadn’t done so in ages. Her chest burned. She coughed and leaned up, making her realize she had been lying flat instead of standing as she was just a moment ago. Had she fainted?


Her vision was still blurry. She blinked. Her mouth felt dry. And ouch, had someone taken a mallet to her ribs? She grimaced while gulping down some air. She couldn’t get enough. 


What happened? 


One minute she was thinking about her family, the next she was inhaling as if she’d almost died, as if she’d nearly drowned.


“Sarah?” It wasn’t John. She looked up. The face of an older person, with red hair, a blurry arm outstretched toward her.


Sarah pulled back. “Who are you?”


“It’s Dr. Tidewell. You’re going to be okay.”


“Dr. Tidewell?”


“And I’m just Mr. Tidewell,” spoke another blurry blob that appeared next to her.


“Wha— Where am I? Where’s John?”


“I’m here, Sarah. Oh, thank goodness you’re okay.” John rushed over to her and hugged her tight. It hurt.


“Okay, okay.” She winced and pushed him away, her arms weak. 


“You’re back in our lab,” Dr. Tidewell said.


Sarah wiped at her eyes and steadied her breath.


“Back in the lab,” Sarah said, processing. Her vision mostly restored now, she realized she was on the operating table they had in the corner. She saw the whiteboard with strings, the rack of clothes from all the different eras, the workbench with the electronic equipment. “Okay. So, John, you flashed us back to the future?”


“Uh, not quite.” John rubbed the back of his neck.


“There was an incident,” Mr. Tidewell said. 


Oh no. “Toci. Ome and Huitzi,” Sarah said. “Are they okay?”


Dr. Tidewell smiled. “They’re fine. Safe in Teotihuacan.”


“Brilliant move, by the way,” Mr. Tidewell said.


“So, what’s wrong?” Sarah said. She winced again. Her chest hurt.


“Well, you died.” Mr. Tidewell grimaced.


“Won’t be the last time, I’m afraid.” Dr. Tidewell smirked and rolled her eyes.


“Died?” Sarah asked. “Like, disappeared? Like John almost did?”


“No,” Mr. Tidewell said, pursing his lips.


“I’m here, Sarah. I’m fine.” John waved his hands. “But I figured out a new trick.”


“Well, the first part, anyway,” Mr. Tidewell said.


“I stopped time!” John spurted, as if he’d been holding it in.


“Slowed,” Mr. Tidewell corrected.


“You stopped—slowed—time?” Sarah asked. Why hadn’t she seen it too?


“Yeah, but I wasn’t holding on to you, so you were slowed and I wasn’t. Your hair was frozen in the wind. I pushed an avocado or something in the air and it just hung there. It just hung there, suspended in midair! No strings! It was awesome.” John spit the words like he couldn’t wait to try it again.


“Don’t get too excited yet.” Mr. Tidewell put his hand on John’s shoulders. “As you learned, slowing time is only half the trick. Speeding it back up again requires a whole different level of training.”


“Yeah, sorry about that,” John said to Sarah.


“Why are you sorry?” Sarah asked.


“Well—” John hesitated.


“Tell her, John.” Mr. Tidewell sat on a stool at the workbench. She noticed he was twiddling his ring.


“I didn’t know what to do. I was stuck. I sorta got freaked out that I’d be stuck there forever.” John twisted his hands, then one went to the pendant around his neck. “So, I held your hand and flashed us here to the future, back to the lab. I thought either that would restore time or our future selves would know what to do.”


“You came to the right place,” Dr. Tidewell said. “But transporting someone through time, when you’re sped up and they’re not, is problematic.”


“Problematic?” Sarah repeated, more a question.


“Yes,” Dr. Tidewell answered. “I don’t quite know why, but in that circumstance the discrepancy between the two quantum states interrupts the rhythm of your heartbeat. We had to paddle you back to life.” She pointed to the electric defibrillator machine used to reset hearts. Uncle Ed, the EMT, had told them how it uses electricity to stop the muscles in a seizing heart, allowing it to restart naturally. Hopefully.


“You were dead,” John said. “What’d you see?”


“I was dead?” Sarah asked.


“Only for a few seconds, but yes.” Dr. Tidewell ran a hand through her hair, mixing the strands of gray in with the rest of the red.


“You can’t mix slowing time with traveling through it,” Mr. Tidewell said to John.


“But you did it when you saved us from the blast in the auditorium,” John said. It was a fair point.


“That was different. We were all touching, and so I slowed all of us down together. As Dr. Tidewell mentioned, if there are two beings in different quantum states and they try to travel through time together, the one who is going slower can’t keep up. Their body slows down all the way.”


“Okay. So don’t do that again. Got it.” John gave a thumbs-up. 


Not quite showing the concern he should, Sarah thought. But it was good he’d brought her here. Probably saved her life.


Sarah wasn’t quite sure what to say. “Well, I feel okay now.” She rubbed at her chest.


Mr. Tidewell laughed. 


“So are we going back to Tenochtitlan?” John asked. He held the obsidian pendant in his palm, ready to trace, with a finger held against the brow.


“Whoa there,” Dr. Tidewell said, moving her hand to lower John’s necklace as if it were a loaded weapon. “Easy with that thing.”


“You already accomplished your mission.” Mr. Tidewell pointed to a screen on the wall. It showed a web page describing Cortés and how his band of greedy adventurers joined with local tribes unhappy with Motecuhzoma’s rule and started an insurrection that led to the downfall of the Aztec Empire.


Sarah thought of Coyote and Cortés in that village, bloodied but alive. They’d had their chance to end it there, and they left.


Sarah deflated. “We did it.” She hung her head. Usually when you succeed, it doesn’t mean the slaughter and subjugation of an entire people. 


The people of the sun.


“And we’re still here,” John said, patting himself all over his body. “We didn’t disappear. We succeeded, Sarah.”


“Feels weird to leave Toci, Ome, and Huitzi back in time and not to do anything about Cortés. I mean, how can we call what happened a success?”


“I know it’s hard,” Dr. Tidewell said, sitting next to her on the operating table. “Trust me, I know. But, you saved billions. And you’re one step closer to saving the entire human race and getting time to move forward again past August sixth, 2049. I know it’s not simple and I know it’s not much solace, but that’s our responsibility.”


“Restore the past, save the future,” John iterated.


“Someone’s gotta do it,” Mr. Tidewell added. “And, that’s us, since we caused it. Like the Spider-Man comic says, with great power there must also come great responsibility.” He flashed his ring finger.


“Speaking of that,” John said. “Can I have that ring now?”


“I’m still working on another.” Mr. Tidewell hid his hand from John. 


Sarah eased down from the table, rubbed her head, and stretched her back. She walked over to the screen on the wall and read the web page. It gave her a headache, but she wanted to know.


She slid her finger across the screen, scrolling and skimming. Cortés, Mexica, Sun Stone. No mention of Toci or her children, though there was a brief single sentence about the possibility that Motecuhzoma the second may have had a female advisor.


Most of the original records of the Mexica were destroyed. After Spanish soldiers reinforced Cortés, they decimated Tenochtitlan and reused the stones to build what eventually became modern-day Mexico City. 


“It’s terrible,” she muttered.


“And yet here we are,” John said.


“It still doesn’t justify what happened,” Sarah huffed. It didn’t seem fair. Toci wasn’t wrong.


“We’re all here because of it,” Dr. Tidewell reminded her. “This was certainly a hard quest.”


“The first of many more, unfortunately,” Mr. Tidewell said.


“But we can take this one down.” Dr. Tidewell unpinned a length of red yarn going from the photograph of Toci. She replaced it with a stretch of green.


Mr. Tidewell joined his partner at the board, pointing to a yellowed piece of parchment paper. “And for your next mission—”


“Wait,” John interrupted. “There’s something we have to do first.” He looked at Sarah.


She knew just what he was thinking.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




To Arrive Where We Started







JOHN

As John was changing out of his clothes, he reached into his pocket and found the cacao seed he had picked up in the market square. He thought of the xocolatl he’d shared with Toci. He held the seed in his palm and thought of Toci, Ome, and Huitzi. Were they enjoying Teotihuacan? Had the people welcomed them? He hoped so. 


He and Sarah washed their faces and changed their clothes back into what they’d been wearing when they left Aunt Lorraine’s backyard in the redwood-forested mountains of Santa Cruz, California. Then he traced the eye of Ra and transported back to the same scene, the same moment, where they’d been whisked away by their older selves. Kidnapped, you might even call it. Could you kidnap yourself?


Except John had wanted to feel that rush of time travel again.


Boy, what he knew now . . . That seemed like a lifetime ago.


Poof, they were back with Aunt Lorraine as if no time had passed, as if they’d just experienced their first earthquake and only moments ago John had helped to save Sarah from an accidental swim in the river.


Aunt Lorraine shook her head like she’d seen a ghost. “Well, what, where . . .” She trailed off, spinning and searching for the two random hikers who had shown up after the earthquake. Dr. and Mr. Tidewell, who were now no longer there. John could imagine that must be discombobulating for his aunt. 


Better to distract her. 


“Hi, Aunt Lorraine,” John said. “That was some earthquake!” He ran to her and gave her a big hug.


Sarah joined in. Aunt Lorraine stood there, confused, the kids hugging her tight.


“Your beautiful red hair,” Aunt Lorraine said, stroking Sarah’s gray stripe. “When did you get this?”


“It’s a long story,” Sarah said, laughing.
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They’d all decided they’d had enough adventure for one day and headed back to Aunt Lorraine’s house. 


Now, a few hours later, the smell of enchiladas wafted throughout the house and made John’s mouth water. He’d helped Aunt Lorraine prepare her famous enchiladas. Nothing to it. He’d have to try it when they got back home. As he placed the olives on top as a finishing touch, the door opened and in came their parents.


John set the can of black olives on the counter and ran smack into his mom, who was first through the door. 


“Oof!” She staggered back, her hand around John. “Glad to see you too!”


Sarah burst into the room and smashed into their dad as he came into the living room too.


Mom looked at Dad and shrugged. 


“Everything okay?” Dad asked.


“It is now,” Sarah said.


Aunt Lorraine came in, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “We had a little scare today, didn’t we?”


John tensed. How could she know?


“Oh?” Mom asked.


“Did you feel the earthquake down in the city?” Aunt Lorraine asked.


Oh, right, the earthquake, John thought. That seemed like nothing now. Compared to cataclysmic world-ending danger and all the responsibility of saving the universe, an earthquake was a walk in the park.


“No, but looks like everyone is okay? Any damage?” Mom asked, concern on her face.


“It was kinda wild!” John exclaimed.


“No big deal,” Sarah said.


“No real damage. Some broken cups. Frames fell off the wall, that sort of thing. Come in, come in. Dinner in twenty minutes.” Aunt Lorraine waved them in, then turned and headed back to the kitchen.


Dad set down a brown gift bag on the couch. “This is not for your birthday tomorrow, John, sorry.”


Sheesh, I forgot about that. August sixth is tomorrow. John thought ahead to what would happen in the year 2049 on that fortuitous date.


“So what’d ya get?” Sarah asked coyly, hands in her back pockets. 


“Something for all of us,” Dad said. He pulled out a framed photo of the Rocky Mountains, a verdant evergreen forest slope with the sun bursting over a ridge—John recognized Longs Peak—with a quote underneath it in swirly script.


We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.


—“Little Gidding” by T. S. Eliot 


“Huh,” John said, hand on his chin. “I like it.”


His dad grinned and put his arm on John’s shoulder, holding the photo up to admire it. “Yeah, I liked it too. With the move, and we’ve been traveling a lot lately—”


Sarah snorted air from her nose. 


True, John thought, you don’t know the half of it.


“—I thought it’d be a good reminder for us,” Dad finished.


“And a good reminder of our goal,” Mom said. 


“Goal?” John asked.


“To get back to Colorado. We know you guys miss the mountains. But listen.” She sat down on the couch and patted the seat next to her. 


Uh-oh. Was there heavy news?


“We will visit, soon. But it’s a good thing we haven’t finished unpacking in Maryland . . .” Mom trailed off. 


Like John needed more suspense in his life? Come on!


“Seriously?” Sarah said. “We’re moving again so soon?”


“Back to Colorado?” John asked.


“To California,” Mom said, holding back a huge smile. Then she burst into a wide toothy grin. “I got the job!”


John stood up. “What? The job teaching at the university? That you just interviewed for? They told you already? You got it?”


Mom stood too, her excitement getting her on her feet. “Yes, yes, yes, and yes.” She let out a short scream of joy.


“Oh, Mom, that’s great! I’m so happy for you!” Sarah hugged her Mom and bounce-jumped with her. 


Dad hopped over and danced around with them too.


“I don’t know why you girls like to bounce like Tigger when you’re excited, but I’m doing it too!” Dad squealed. “Come on, John, it’s fun!”


John bounced along with them, and they all laughed together.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Everything Will Change, Then Change Again







SARAH

“Another enchilada, please,” Sarah said, holding up her plate.


“Another?” Mom eyed her. “You must be growing!”


“I feel like I haven’t eaten in a week,” Sarah said. 


Aunt Lorraine dished her up another red sauce enchilada. “As I was saying, it was the weirdest thing. There were two strange people there. People I’ve never seen in my woods before. Then the earthquake hit, I looked away for only a moment, and it’s like they vanished into thin air.”


“Thanks,” Sarah said. “These are delicious, Aunt Lorraine.” She was trying to change the subject again, but Aunt Lorraine was persistent.


“And that’s when I noticed Sarah’s hair,” her aunt added. Sarah had pulled her red hair over the gray streak and tied it back, hiding the oddity.


Aunt Lorraine reached to Sarah beside her, her blouse sleeve slipping back to the elbow. 


Sarah gasped, inhaling grains of rice, and started choking.


She coughed and coughed.


“Drink some water,” Dad said, holding up her glass. 


Her aunt clapped her on the back, which didn’t help. She coughed some more, tears forming in her eyes. Everyone watched. John held his spoon halfway to his mouth, watching Sarah hack and cough and sputter.


Finally, the grain dislodged from her throat, and she could breathe normally again. 


Well, that was unintended, though it had served nicely to distract them away from her hair. But what had made her cough—


Sarah turned to Aunt Lorraine and grabbed her wrist, staring at her smooth forearm. 


There was no twisted skin, no scar made from her bum tissue.


“Your scar,” John said. He realized it too.


“What d’you mean?” Aunt Lorraine asked. She pulled her arm back from Sarah, a slightly confused and worried look on her face.


“Where’s Uncle Ed?” Sarah asked. She had assumed he was out at the fire station on his EMT shift, but if Aunt Lorraine didn’t have her scar, then Uncle Ed wouldn’t have come to her aid and they wouldn’t have met and—


“Oh,” Aunt Lorraine said. She shook her head. “He’s sorry he couldn’t be here for dinner with you two. Had a surgery run long at the hospital, so he’s going to be late tonight.” She stroked Sarah’s hair around her ear.


Sarah breathed. Phew. Aunt Lorraine was still married to Uncle Ed. They hadn’t messed up the story line too much. Somehow they’d changed it, though, if Aunt Lorraine didn’t have her scar. 


“Wait, surgery?” John asked. “Uncle Ed’s an EMT. Why does an EMT have to wait around for a surgery?”


“EMT?” Aunt Lorraine asked. “What are you talking about? You know your uncle Ed is a surgeon, don’t be silly.”


Sarah felt the room spin a little. A surgeon? Uncle Ed? Oh boy, they’d definitely changed something. What was it? What had they done? What else had changed? 


Dr. and Mr. Tidewell said that they’d succeeded in their mission. She could feel her arms and legs. Yup, she was still here too. Sarah studied her mom and dad. They looked basically the same. 


You never know whether little differences will have a big impact. Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. Maybe the overall story line was still intact, even if some little detail from their trip had resulted in this change.


John squirmed in his seat. “Right. Of course. Just joking. Uncle Ed’s a surgeon. Of course.” When no one else was looking, he shot Sarah two wide eyes like, “What is going on?”


Aunt Lorraine looked up from her dinner at John, and he quickly smiled and shrank his eyes back to normal size and smiled at her before casting them down to his plate. He pushed his food around with his fork.


“Almost twenty years now, wow.” Aunt Lorraine looked up and to the right. “Time flies, doesn’t it?”


Sarah nearly choked again.


“Brave of you to start over like you’re doing, sis,” Aunt Lorraine said to Mom. “Seriously very proud of you.”


“Thank you,” Mom said, grinning. “Teaching physics to undergraduates. Should be interesting.”


“Maybe I will too someday,” Sarah said. John chuckled.


Mom raised her eyebrows. “Maybe you will, sweetheart. I believe you can do whatever you put your mind to.”


“Gonna take some hard work,” Dad added.


“She’s not afraid of hard work,” John said.


“Oh, hey, I read something cool today, thought you two would be interested in it,” Dad said. “Have you heard of a pre-Aztec city called Teotihuacan?”


Sarah nearly choked, again! This was getting silly. “I think so.”


“They’re still excavating there. It’s slow going because they don’t want to miss anything or ruin it. And below this big temple—”


“The Pyramid of the Sun,” John piped in.


His dad cocked an eye at him. “That’s right. The Pyramid of the Sun. In an underground cavern they found this whole miniature city with carved temples and little statuettes of miniature people and animals. But the amazing thing, I think, is that they found these pools of mercury. And the walls and ceiling were coated with mineral powder that glitter and reflect the light like stars. Can you imagine? It sounds—”


“Wondrous,” Sarah muttered, remembering the scene, remembering the gleam in Toci’s eye.


“‘Wondrous,’ great word for it,” Dad said. “Man, I’d love to visit that place. How cool would that be?”


“I can’t imagine,” John said, shooting a glance at Sarah.


“But get this,” Dad said. He leaned in on the table like he had a secret to share. “This is why I thought of you two. There’s something the archaeologists and linguists haven’t been able to figure out.”


“What?” Sarah leaned in too.


“Carved into the wall of the cave they found a symbol. A symbol that does not jibe with their time. They can only explain that it was from vandals, but there is no evidence of intrusion, nothing was taken, no other graffiti.”


“Graffiti?” Mom asked.


Sarah leaned back in her chair and remembered back to when they’d been leaving the cave, and John had fallen behind. She’d heard a scratching sound and called for him, and then he came running. Had he left a mark? She looked at him, and his sly grin gave him away.


“Here’s the kicker,” Dad said. “The symbol in the cave wall?”


“The eye of Ra,” John said.


Dad smacked his hand on the table. “You must have read the article. The eye of Ra. Like your necklace, John. Can you imagine that? The mystery of it is so—mysterious.”


The family all laughed, except Sarah. John’s little stunt could have changed the story line. Who knew what effect it could have had? It had been foolish.


“We’ll see,” John said, shrugging, as if he’d read her mind. The story of the Zen father’s son echoed. “We’ll see.”
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After dinner, Sarah and John helped clean up the kitchen and put away the dishes, then they ate ice cream and played a board game as a family. They laughed and had a few carefree hours. Sarah never really forgot that this was a last visit before they went careening through time again, but the heavy responsibility did fade a little. She felt lighter, more easygoing, more—whole. Laughing with her family like it was where she was meant to be.


And she knew that she had to go back to the future for their next quest. She and John, they had to go together. This was worth saving. She was sad to go and she knew it had to be that way. It was both.


And so, with the evening winding down, Sarah gave her mom and dad one last hug. 


For now, she reassured herself. She tried not to cry.


John gave his parents big hugs too, but he seemed more excited about what lay ahead, like it was a big adventure. Wasn’t she supposed to be the more adventurous one? Maybe being older, she knew that what they were setting out to do wasn’t just a game. 


Though, she had to admit, it was pretty fun traveling through time. Her lip curled up in a grin as she followed John down the hallway to the room they shared at Aunt Lorraine’s house.


“It’ll be a nice way to remember them,” she said, to herself and to John.


“We’ll come back to visit,” John said. He put the cacao seed on his pillow.


Sarah gulped. Yeah, they would come back. But it’d be different. Or they would be different. How much longer until they grew apart? The visits farther in between? They’d age while their parents stayed the same. What did the future hold?


“Yeah,” she said. “But—” She caught herself. “And, we gotta go.”


John closed the door behind her and immediately pulled out the obsidian pendant. The gleam in his eye showed his excitement. 


Sarah smiled. It was catching. “Here we come, future us. Reporting for duty and our next quest.”


“Restore the past, save the future,” John intoned.


Together, they placed their fingers on the amulet and traced the eye of Ra.




XOCOLATL




Note! This may be called a precursor to drinks like hot chocolate, but it is NOT sweet, since there’s no sugar. Quite the opposite, it’s very bitter but with a spice too. As Toci said, it’s an acquired taste. Not bad, just lose all your preconceived expectations of “hot chocolate” before judging it compared to that sugary beverage.




1 1/2 cups water

1 green chili pepper, sliced

4 cups water

1/4 cup unsweetened cocoa powder

2 teaspoons vanilla extract




Boil 1 1/2 cups water in a pot. Add the chili pepper, seeds included, and boil for 5 to 10 minutes. Strain the chili pepper and seeds from the water. Return the water to the pot. Add 4 cups water to the chili-pepper-infused water, reduce heat to medium-low, and bring to a slow boil. Stir the cocoa powder and vanilla extract into the boiling water. Cook and stir until the powder dissolves, 5 to 10 minutes. Chill the xocolatl before drinking. To get a froth, pour the drink back and forth from one container to another. Enjoy!

http://bit.ly/xocolatl-drink
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: FACT OR FICTION?





Warning: Spoilers ahead!


As I’m reading an intriguing historical adventure novel, it makes me want to do my own research on the topic. How much is true? How much did the author invent? After all, history is ripe with facts stranger than fiction, and, conversely, there are plenty of holes in the story of our humanity prime for the whims of an author. 


I hope I’ve piqued that interest in you and while I don’t want to turn this section into a research paper or Wikipedia page, I do want to touch on a few of the events in People of the Sun.


First, a quick note about Einstein’s theory of relativity, published in the early twentieth century and a transformational work that continues to impact science today. My example of the kids on the train is a variation on an example often used as an introduction to the theory, but of course it is a vast simplification of the complexity of the math. If you’re interested in researching further, I suggest looking into the topics of time dilation, length contraction, and the relativity of simultaneity. Beware: prepare to have your mind blown.


Regarding the historical accuracy of the time, place, and people of what is now central Mexico around the year 1500, among several cultural experts and sensitivity readers who provided input on this manuscript, I’d like to call out a special thank-you to Professor Carlos C. Barrón and the author and Nahuatl teacher David Bowles, who advised me on the accuracy of the text (any errors are solely mine!). 


Now, let’s talk about the Aztec people. Specifically, the group commonly referred to as the Aztec (or the Aztecs). And the inspiration for the name of this book: People of the Sun. That is what some people refer to when speaking of the Aztec, or, more accurately, the Mexica (meh-SHEE-kah). This group is commonly defined as the people of central Mexico. But, perhaps even more accurately, we should call them the Nahuas, that is, “clear-speaking people” or those who spoke Nahuatl (see this article from David Bowles: http://bit.ly/not-aztecs). And what is noteworthy is that the Mexica weren’t originally from this area. They came down from the north on an epic quest that lasted centuries, searching for a sign seen in a vision, before they settled in Lake Texcoco and built Tenochtitlan.


The various tribes of the area at the time probably called themselves by their individual tribe names, and thus, there likely wasn’t any single categorization you could use to describe all groups. Note that the term “Aztec” wasn’t even coined until a couple of hundred years after the era itself! The first written record of the term was published in 1780 by a Spaniard, but really popularized even later by a German explorer (http://bit.ly/aztec-name-history). Of course, it is arguably easier to just call them Mexica or Aztec, and so history has transcribed them as such. Following the convention that leans a tad more accurate, I will refer to them as the Mexica going forward.


But THIS, this point is why delving into the nooks and crannies of history can be so illuminating. If the Mexica didn’t call themselves the Aztec, what might we be called by distant future humans? Can you invent a term none of us call ourselves today?


One of the most famous collections documenting the people of central Mexico is known as the Florentine Codex. You can learn more about all twelve books (three volumes) at the World Digital Library (http://bit.ly/florentine-codex). Basically, a Franciscan missionary arrived in central Mexico about eight years after Cortés had done his dirty work. This missionary spent thirty years compiling interviews and gathering samples of the natives’ pictorial form of writing. On one side of the page, he included the native Nahuatl. On the other, he added his Spanish translation. The volumes contain almost 2,500 illustrations and document everything from religious practices to facets of daily life. It may very well be biased in some areas, but it is nonetheless a treasure trove of knowledge about the people of central Mexico five hundred years ago. 


About Cortés, there are copious volumes dedicated to him, so I won’t belabor the point. But I do want to point out two important aspects of his role in history: 


1. Cortés was NOT on any official mission from Spain when he set out for the Americas. In fact, he was escaping local trouble. By most historical accounts, he was a greedy adventurer. Only after the king of Spain saw the riches he’d found did he lend his support, and Cortés became famous as a “conquistador.”


2. Cortés did not overtake Tenochtitlan on his own. He did in fact rally local tribes that had a grudge against the tributes they were paying to Motecuhzoma (or Moctezuma or Montezuma) and the rich in the city. It’s almost like those tribes were akin to the revolutionaries who threw tea into the harbor at the Boston Tea Party. They didn’t feel they were being taxed fairly, and Cortés offered them an opportunity to throw off the yoke of their oppressor, as it was sold. Little did they know, of course, that Cortés would become even worse.


There is no evidence of a General Coyote, though the word “coyote” is in fact traced back to Nahuatl origin. I added General Coyote to represent the tribes who fought against Motecuhzoma because they were disgruntled at paying tributes.


Moving past that scoundrel, let’s talk about the Sun Stone, sometimes referred to as the Aztec calendar. The Sun Stone really does exist and it’s huge, almost twelve feet high. It was uncovered in Mexico City and is now on display in the National Anthropology Museum. It details the story of everything, or the cosmogony, the origin of the universe, according to Aztec lore. 


The Mexica believed there had been four major eras or cycles of humanity on Earth. Each met with a violent end. Now, the fifth era, in which we currently reside, is foretold to end on a 4-Ollin day. The Ollin day stands for movement, or rebirth, and is often associated with the physical manifestation of earthquakes.


August 6, 2049, is in fact a 4-Ollin day, but there have been others and we’re still here. You can play with their calendar here: https://www.azteccalendar.com. What is your birthday?


The tunnel in Teotihuacan with the pools of mercury and the walls lined with mineral powder to represent the night sky is ripped straight from the headlines. An amazing and fascinating detail of history, only relatively recently uncovered in 2003. It is still being excavated and yielding archaeological treasures today! I encourage you to read this Smithsonian article and I challenge you not to drop your jaw as you read: http://bit.ly/secret-tunnel-teotihuacan.


But, no, no eye of Ra carving has been uncovered in those mysterious tunnels. 


Yet.
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